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Preface 


As long ago as 1973, when I wrote This Hebrew Lord, | 
added a footnote to chapter 15 that said, “When this book 
was originally conceived I had planned to devote one unit 
to the interpretive envelope in which the Gospel story is 
wrapped: the birth narrative on one side and the resurrection 
on the other. But so massive was the material that I gathered 
that I decided to save it for a later publication.” It amazes me 
even now that I laid out this future course for myself that 
long ago. 

Seven years later I made good half of that commitment 
when, in 1980, The Easter Moment was published. This book 
was designed to explore that critical point in history at which 
the power of the gospel exploded onto the stage of the world. 
It focused on the nexus where faith and tradition intersect 
knowledge and secularity. My working title for that manu- 
script was “A Case for the Resurrection to the Modern Mind.” 
I am particularly pleased that Harper & Row reissued it in a 
revised paperback edition in 1987, and that even now it is 
being completely rewritten for a new decade under the title 
The Resurrection: Myth and Reality—A Bishop Rethinks the Mean- 
ing of Easter. 

Since The Easter Moment came out | have published five 
additional volumes. Never, however, did I lose the desire to 
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look at the birth narratives of Jesus as intensely as I had 
examined the resurrection narratives, and to do it in a way 
that would be accessible to the average layperson. 

Over the years since 1973, my theological and biblical 
conclusions have created wide debate, with responses rang- 
ing from hysterical anger to genuine appreciation. In those 
years I was significantly shaped by the feminist movement. 
It opened my eyes in new ways to see the oppression of 
women in both church and society, usually done in the name 
of God, the Bible, and sacred tradition. I was also drawn into 
an intense study of human sexuality and into the churchwide 
debate on changing patterns in sexual ethics. Particularly did 
my study lead me to a new understanding of the source and 
origin of homosexuality, which challenged all of my sexist 
and homophobic prejudices. 

My conclusions in these areas, published under the title 
Living in Sin? A Bishop Rethinks Human Sexuality, had the ef- 
fect of making me a symbol for moving beyond the conven- 
tional moral patterns and prevailing wisdom that mark the 
church’s traditional understanding of both the role and place 
of women and the attitude toward our gay and lesbian broth- 
ers and sisters. Those who defined themselves as defenders 
of the faith of their fathers resisted my ideas with intensity 
and even with vicious personal attacks, but those who felt 
excluded from the traditions of the past saw in me a welcome 
sign of hope for a future inclusiveness in the body of Christ. 
Those whose ultimate loyalty is to an undisturbed ecclesiasti- 
cal institution waffled as usual, in a vain search for some 
middle and safe ground. In a strange and fascinating way, 
the debate on human sexuality drove me back to the Bible. 
Those who supported the oppression and isolation of women 
in the church quoted the Bible to justify their continuing 
prejudice. Those who could not escape their deep, and in 
some cases unconscious, homophobia found in the literal 


texts of Scripture support for their condemnation of gay and 
lesbian people. So I wrote Rescuing the Bible from Fundamen- 
talism to call the debate on Scripture to a new level of both 
scholarship and sanity. Once again the storms of controversy 
howled as would-be defenders of the Bible rose to attack my 
stance, usually without reading the book itself. 

Finally, after those two best-selling volumes, I turned my 
attention once more to my long-yearned-for project of writ- 
ing on the birth narratives of our Lord. I suppose I hoped 
that this endeavor would lower the decibels of the anger and 
enable me and others to engage the Bible on a level of sig- 
nificant scholarship. But, alas, there is no safe haven any- 
where, and when consciousness is raised in one area, it is 
raised everywhere. In these familiar texts I now discovered 
definitions of women that were less than admirable. Even 
the poetry of the tales could not succeed in hiding that fact. 
The birth narratives also raised for me anew and in powerful 
ways the whole question of the authority and proper use of 
Holy Scripture in the life of the church. Even though I quite 
specifically addressed this theme in my last book, I could 
now take the tools developed in that volume and use them 
to bring the Christmas and Epiphany stories to a new level 
of intensity. When my diocese graciously created for me a 
sabbatical month each February, I took the opportunity to 
pursue this subject with total concentration at such wonder- 
ful places as Union Theological Seminary in New York City, 
Yale Divinity School in New Haven, Connecticut, Harvard 
Divinity School in Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Magdalen 
College at Oxford University. 

In those great institutions I read the major contemporary 
voices in New Testament scholarship as they probed the 
truth of the birth narratives. The power of such male scholars 
as Raymond Brown, Edward Schillebeeckx, Joseph Fitzmyer, 
Michael Goulder, and Herman Hendrickx made significant 
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contributions to my study; but so did the newly assertive 
feminine voices of Rosemary Radford Ruether, Anne Belford 
Ulanov, Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Jane Schaberg, Mar- 
garet Miles, and Phyllis Trible. 

Beyond that, I explored various aspects of mother wor- 
ship, ancient and modern. I came to know the likes of Isis, 
Cybele, Artemis and Diana, with whom I had almost no fa- 
miliarity. I met the Black Madonna. I sought to separate the 
Mary of history from the virgin Mary of myth. I tried to place 
myself inside the mentality of the first generation of Chris- 
tians in order to appreciate the way they used the He- 
brew Scriptures. I read anew the early Fathers (there were 
no early Mothers who wrote) and listened for the meaning 
behind the words as the gradual divinization of Mary began 
to occur in Christian history. I focused on the impact of that 
movement on real women. Finally, I read deeply the writings 
of Carl G. Jung, and those who might be described as Jungi- 
ans, looking especially for the way the concepts of male and 
female were related in the psychic history of humankind. 

It is fair to say, however, that out of all this background 
study, two people have shaped my thought on this subject 
far beyond any others, and a sense of indebtedness and deep 
appreciation requires that they be treated in a class by them- 
selves. So, out of my previous list, I lift them up for partic- 
ular emphasis. 

First and foremost is the Reverend Dr. Raymond E. 
Brown, professor of New Testament at Union Theological 
Seminary in New York City, and the person I regard as the 
ranking New Testament scholar in the world. Because Ray 
Brown is the godfather to the son of a priest formerly in my 
diocese, I utilized that relationship to secure him as a lecturer 
in the New Dimensions series in the Diocese of Newark in 
1977, just before his book The Birth of the Messiah was pub- 
lished. Those lectures, which introduced me to the substance 
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of that book, were so stimulating that I could not wait to add 
the book to my library. 

My habit as a scholar is to take one major theological or 
biblical book and to live with it intensely as my teacher for a 
full year. In 1986 I installed Ray Brown’s Birth of the Messiah 
into that powerful role. It became my primary study book. I 
read it over the course of a year in small portions, four or 
five pages a day, checking all of its references, taking copious 
notes, and interacting with it deeply. That book became part 
of me, and in many ways this volume leans heavily on Ray 
Brown’s insights. I have sought to give him proper credit in 
the notes, but I cannot adequately describe in notes his re- 
search that suffuses this entire book. I simply acknowledge 
that the very thoughts I seek to popularize in this volume 
root more significantly in Raymond Brown than in anyone 
else. I do not altogether agree with Professor Brown, as the 
reader will discover. I value the challenge offered to his con- 
clusions by Michael Goulder and others, but I have been 
exceedingly enriched by him and owe him much. Very few 
laypeople will, in my opinion, read Raymond Brown; if they 
do, his use of Hebrew and Greek and his system of abbre- 
viations (JBAP for John the Baptist, for example) will put 
them off. But if my readers find their appetites whetted for 
the master, I am happy to direct them to Raymond Brown's 
book, which is, in my opinion, the classic, the masterpiece 
in the field. 

The second person to whom I am deeply indebted is Jane 
Schaberg, professor of religion at the University of Detroit. I 
immediately ordered her book, The Illegitimacy of Jesus, when 
I saw it advertised in the Christian Century. It was also later 
commended to me by Phyllis Trible of the Union Seminary 
faculty in New York. 

Jane Schaberg’s book threw a brand-new light on the 
birth narratives for me. It illustrates the enrichment that is 
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open to the church when a body of people, like women, once 
largely rejected and ignored by the church begins to be lis- 
tened to with care. 

How does a woman, a feminist biblical theologian, listen 
to the birth traditions as they are written, narrated, and in- 
terpreted historically only by men? How can we get behind 
the patriarchal prejudices and the male biases in order to 
hear, read, and interpret this story more objectively? Jane 
Schaberg’s book was more exciting than any mystery I’ve 
ever encountered. She opened my eyes to clues in Holy 
Scripture that I had never seen. 

Her book is brilliantly researched and extensively docu- 
mented. She builds her case on material that is, quite frankly, 
very scanty, for prejudice and bias suppress so heavily. Yet 
her research and insights have made some parts of that story 
make sense to me where they never did before. The tension 
created in me by the dialogue between Raymond Brown and 
Jane Schaberg was vigorous, and that tension becomes my 
gift to my reading audience as it finds expression in this 
book. Schaberg is, for me, a wonderful challenge and correc- 
tive to Brown. She enjoys an independent freedom of inquiry 
where Raymond Brown is bound, | believe, more tightly than 
even he recognizes to the dogmatism of his Roman Catholic 
tradition. She offers a feminist perspective to that male con- 
struct of the virgin Mary that opens Mary to a real humanity. 
I have never met Jane Schaberg, but I look forward to the 
day when I will have that privilege. To his great credit, Ray- 
mond Brown, writing in A Dictionary of Biblical Interpretation, 
takes cognizance of the challenge to his point of view by 
feminist biblical scholars (p. 311). That is as far as one might 
logically expect him to go. 

In all of this study I was seeking one thing only: a deeper 
knowledge of God as that knowledge is revealed in Jesus of 
Nazareth called Christ by those of us who acknowledge his 
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Lordship. I seek this revealing Christ in the pages of this 
volume through the legends of his birth, just as I had sought 
to find him in the Easter Moment through the narratives and 
legends about his resurrection. I have pursued boldly some 
startling possibilities. I have gone far beneath the level of 
biblical literalism that those familiar with my writings will 
recognize as a common theme. Some readers, not having the 
background to understand the Bible that they treasure, will 
be startled and perhaps even offended upon hearing my con- 
clusions. It will be incomprehensible to them how one who 
calls himself a Christian and, even more, one who lives in- 
side the structures of the church as an Anglican bishop, 
could entertain the possibilities this book suggests. 

I grieve over the fact that I will cause some simple be- 
lievers pain. I do not do so lightly. I cannot believe, however, 
that biblical ignorance will in the long run serve well the 
cause of Christ, and claims that the Bible constitutes the iner- 
rant Word of God in literal detail can, in my mind, never be 
anything more than biblical ignorance. 

Long ago I decided that I could no longer sacrifice schol- 
arship and truth to protect the weak and religiously insecure. 
I see another audience that the church seems to ignore. That 
audience is made up of brilliantly educated men and women 
who find in the church a god too small to be the God of life 
for them, a knowledge too restricted to be compelling or a 
superstition too obvious to be entertained with seriousness. 
My now-grown daughters are part of that audience. I want 
them to find in the Christian church a gospel that takes se- 
riously the world of their experience, that does not seek to 
bind their minds into premodern or ancient forms, that is 
not afraid to examine emerging truth from any source, 
whether from the world of science or the world of biblical 
scholarship. I want the church to proclaim a gospel that has 
contemporary power and to worship a God who does not 
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need to be protected by hiding that God in some anti-intel- 
lectual pose, for fear that new truth will obliterate faith and 
devotion due such a God. 

I hope this book will illumine the minds and hearts of 
those who still find the church to be their spiritual home. | 
know thousands who remain in the church out of habit or 
hope but at the price of turning off their minds. Beyond that 
audience, however, I hope this book will entice and invite 
those who are members of the church alumni association to 
take another look, to invest their lives anew in this institu- 
tion. It does have within itself the capacity to challenge its 
own assumptions and stereotypes, to renew its own life, and 
to modify its theological understanding of both God and 
truth when new occasions teach new duties. 

Finally, I hope this book will encourage Christians of all 
persuasions to take the Bible seriously, to study it deeply, to 
engage its truth significantly. For more than forty years | 
have spent some time each day in Bible study. That book 
never ceases to amaze me, for it constantly calls me to dis- 
cover new and exciting treasures in passages that I must have 
read hundreds of times before and yet was not able to see. 
The one decision that has most dramatically affected my life 
as a priest and bishop has been my commitment to daily 
Bible study. 

Fundamentalist Christians distort the Bible by taking it 
literally. Liberal Christians distort the Bible by not taking it 
seriously. If my years of ordination have had power and in- 
fluence in the life of the church, the primary reason has been 
that as a liberal I have dedicated my intellectual energy to 
Bible study. I commend that practice to the new generation 
of clergy. 

To many people I express my thanks for assistance in the 
preparation of this manuscript: first to my friends at Union 
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Theological Seminary in New York and most especially to 
academic dean and provost Milton McC. Gatch; head librar- 
ian Richard Spoor, and library research assistant Seth E. 
Kasten. The Burke Library at Union is a wonder and a gold 
mine, and Seth Kasten can find anything, no matter how ob- 
scure. Four faculty members at that institution—Tom Driver, 
Phyllis Trible, Christopher Morse, and Ann Belford Ulanov— 
were especially helpful in directing my reading; and Barry 
Ulanov, a professor at Barnard College who has the good for- 
tune to be married to Ann, did his best to convince me that 
Augustine was not, in his heart of hearts, a flesh-denigrating 
Manichaean. He failed, but he was brilliant in the attempt. 

Second, I acknowledge my debt to the people at Yale 
Divinity School, especially former deans Leander Keck and 
James Annand. The assistant dean at Berkeley (the Episcopal 
component at Yale) David Parachini, reference librarian John 
Bollier, circulation librarian Suzanne Estelle-Holmer, and li- 
brary assistants Mark Jessiman, Mark Myers, Leslie Afford, 
and Dineen Dowling—all served my needs well. 

Third, the Divinity School at Harvard and most especial- 
ly the Divinity School library were for me another special 
resource. I express my appreciation to Dean Ronald Theiman, 
Chaplain Krister Stendahl, and Professor Gordon Kaufman, 
who were particularly helpful. Also, my thanks go to Dean 
Otis Charles and the students at Episcopal Divinity School, 
the Episcopal part of the Harvard consortium, who made me 
welcome. 

My thanks go also to Dr. Jeffrey John, dean of the Chapel 
at Magdalen College, Oxford, the Reverend Peter Eaton, 
chaplain at Magdalen College, and the Reverend Dr. Stephen 
Tucker, dean of the Chapel at New College, Oxford, for their 
welcome and assistance during my stay at that great univer- 
sity as a visiting scholar and guest lecturer. I was especially 
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grateful for their introduction to me of the work of Michael 
Goulder on Luke and for the sheer professionalism of the 
staff at the Bodleian Library at Oxford. 

To the clergy and people of the Diocese of Newark I ex- 
press an ever-deepening gratitude for their support as I have 
developed during my long years as their bishop an episcopal 
career based on serious scholarship. Major portions of this 
book became public first as lectures to the Diocese of Newark 
in our New Dimensions lecture series. Hosting those lectures 
were Christ Church in Short Hills, the Reverend David 
Ernest, rector, and the Reverend Philip Kasey and the Rev- 
erend Polly Kasey, assistants; the Church of the Epiphany, 
Orange, the Reverend Canon Gervais Clarke, rector; and 
St. Paul’s Church, Chatham, the Reverend Dr. Franklin Vilas, 
rector. 

The public nature of my life as the bishop of Newark has 
meant that my theological probings became newsworthy, 
even when I was speaking only to my official diocesan fam- 
ily. I have consciously and deliberately insisted on doing my 
theological and ethical thinking in public. It is the only way 
I know to break the Christian faith out of its confining reli- 
gious ghetto. But to do so is a costly vocation for a bishop. 
It has made me a godsend to some and a source of anguish 
to others. It has also made me quite aware that this style of 
leadership demands of a diocese the expenditure of great 
amounts of energy. The clergy and laypeople of the Diocese 
of Newark have given me that gift as well as their love and 
encouragement in abundant measure. But of even greater 
value to me and to the diocese has been their gift of honest 
interaction. Theological agreement has never been a virtue 
that I have sought. Theological honesty, the contending of 
competing ideas, the willingness to seek truth in dialogue— 
these are virtues dear to me, and these virtues in great abun- 
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dance mark the life of the Diocese of Newark. I am proud of 
that; indeed, I consider it my greatest episcopal contribution. 

I also wish to thank the members of Trinity Presbyte- 
rian Church in Charlotte, North Carolina, and their pastor, 
Dr. Louis Patrick, among whom I tested this material on two 
occasions as the leader of their annual conference at the re- 
treat center in Montreat, North Carolina. By their interaction 
many points in this volume were clarified. The opportunity 
to teach among Presbyterians is one way that I acknowledge 
my debt to my Presbyterian mother. 

The community church at Point O’Woods, New York, 
and the clergy of the Diocese of E] Camino Real in California 
also let me give this material trial runs. To John H. McCain 
at Point O’Woods and to the Right Reverend Richard L. 
Shimpfky, bishop of El] Camino Real, go my gratitude for 
those opportunities. 

My thanks go also to my staff, first to Wanda Hollenbeck, 
who runs the bishop’s office and has facilitated in a mighty 
way my writing career for the past eight years. Wanda pos- 
sesses sensitivity, competence, and integrity in such abun- 
dant measure that words cannot fully capture her importance 
to me. Suffice it to say that she fills that position with enor- 
mous talent and professional skill. This will be the fifth book 
that she has helped me produce. I would also like to thank 
her husband, Richard, for his infinitely wise career decision 
that caused him, along with his wife, to move to West 
Orange, New Jersey, and thus to become a significant part of 
my life. 

The other members of my staff share with me fully in 
the responsibilities of the office of bishop. They are Suffragan 
Bishop Jack M. McKelvey, Assisting Bishop Walter C. Righter, 
and our three lay executives, John G. Zinn in finance, 
Michael P. Francaviglia in administration, and Karen K. 
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Lindley in communications and program. I like to demon- 
strate to the church at large that the bishop's office is a cor- 
porate, not a singular, office and that each of these people 
shares significantly in that corporateness. In liturgical events 
in the diocese I symbolize this by putting the members of 
my core staff behind the bishop’s crozier in ecclesiastical 
processions where traditionally only the bishop walks. Most 
people think of that as an odd, perhaps incorrect, liturgical 
procedure. I think of it as a powerful symbol of the truth I 
seek to live out in my life as a bishop. 

Others who work in Diocesan House and who grace our 
corporate life include Cecil Broner, Rupert Cole, Annemarie 
Cole, Gail Deckenbach, Yowanda Herring, Robert Lanterman, 
Karla Lerman, Barbara Lescota, Ginny Maiella, Pat McGuire, 
Brad Moor, William Quinlan, Joyce Riley, Lucy Sprague, 
Elizabeth Stone, Phillip Storm and Theresa Wilder. To all of 
them I express deep gratitude. 

Finally, I salute my immediate family: my wonderful 
wife, Christine, who makes every day holy and happy; my 
Richmond, Virginia, daughters—Ellen and Katharine, with 
their respective husbands, Gus Epps and Jack Catlett; my 
California daughter, Jaquelin, and her husband, Todd Hylton; 
my two grandchildren, to whom by name this book is dedi- 
cated; Brian Barney, my stepson, who is a student at the 
University of Vermont; and Rachel Barney, my stepdaughter, 
who is a student in the engineering school at Columbia Uni- 
versity in New York City. It is one of life’s great privileges to 
enjoy the association and to love the members of one’s pri- 
mary and extended family. I live as such a privileged man. 


John Shelby Spong 


Newark, New Jersey 
1992 
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Escaping Biblical Literalism 


For most of the two thousand years of history since the 
birth of our Lord, the Christian church has participated in 
and supported the oppression of women. This oppression 
has been both overt and covert, conscious and unconscious. 
It has come primarily through the church’s ability in the 
name of God to define a woman and to make that definition 
stick. It was grounded in a literalistic understanding of Holy 
Scripture thought of as the infallible word of God and pro- 
duced in a patriarchal era. 

Patriarchy and God have been so deeply and uncritically 
linked to gender by the all-male church hierarchy that men 
have little understood how this alliance has been used to the 
detriment of all women. In a unique and intriguing sense, 
the parts of the Bible that have contributed most to this neg- 
ativity have been the birth narratives of Matthew and Luke. 
These stories, far more than is generally realized, assisted in 
the development of the ecclesiastical stereotype of the ideal 
woman against which all women came to be judged. The 
power of these birth narratives over women lies in their sub- 
tle illusions and romantic imagery. Those biblical passages 


that contain obvious prejudice against women can be quickly 
confronted and easily laid aside. But subtle, unconscious def- 
initions and traditional unchallenged patterns resist so sim- 
ple an excising. So it is that through these passages of Holy 
Scripture the picture of a woman known as “the virgin” has 
found entry into the heart of the Christian story, and from 
that position she has exercised her considerable influence. 

Each year at the Christmas season she is brought out of 
the church and placed in a position of public honor for about 
two weeks. She is dressed in pale blue, portrayed with de- 
mure, downcast eyes, and defined in terms of virgin purity. 
No female figure in Western history rivals her in setting stan- 
dards. Since she is known as “the virgin,” she has contrib- 
uted to that peculiarly Christian pattern of viewing women 
primarily in terms of sexual function. Women may deny their 
sexuality by becoming virgin nuns, or women may indulge 
their sexuality by becoming prolific mothers. But in both cas- 
es, women are defined not first as persons and second as 
sexual beings but first and foremost as females whose sex- 
uality determines their identity. This means, in my opinion, 
that the literalized Bible in general, and the birth narratives 
that turn on the person of the virgin in particular, are guilty 
of aiding and abetting the sexist prejudice that continues to 
live and to distort women even as late in history as these last 
years of the twentieth century. 

I want to challenge publicly and vigorously this view of 
both the Bible and the virgin tradition and sexual images that 
gather around the stories of Jesus’ birth. But I want to do 
this quite specifically as a Christian and as one who treasures 
the Scriptures. That task represents for me a willingness to 
walk the razor’s edge of faith. I intend to claim the Bible as 
my ally in the struggle to end the oppression of women. | 
also intend to celebrate Christmas each year using the tradi- 
tional readings and symbols of that season, but I will seek to 
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free that birth tradition from its destructive literalism. I do 
not believe that Mary was in any biological sense literally a 
virgin. I do not believe that someone known as a virgin 
mother can be presented with credibility to contemporary 
men or women as an ideal woman. I do not believe that the 
story of Mary’s virginity enhanced the portrait of the mother 
of Jesus. To the contrary, I believe that story has detracted 
from Mary’s humanity and has become a weapon in the 
hands of those whose patriarchal prejudices distort every- 
one’s humanity in general but women’s humanity in partic- 
ular. But before examining the birth narratives specifically, it 
is necessary to look briefly at the Bible as a whole. 

I am amazed that given the knowledge revolution of the 
last six hundred years anyone can still regard the Bible as 
the dictated words of God, inerrant and eternal. This claim, 
however, is still made with effective power and still finds a 
fertile field in the hearts of many who refer to themselves as 
simple believers. It is this audience to whom the television 
evangelists direct their appeal. These electronic “preachers 
of the Word” offer to their legions biblical security, certainty 
in faith, and even superiority in their sense of salvation. In 
return, their supporters provide the evangelists with a fol- 
lowing that can be translated into political power and enor- 
mous financial resources. Neither the political power nor the 
financial resources are always used, history has revealed, in 
a responsible way. . 

In recent years I have been given the opportunity to en- 
gage two of America’s better-known evangelists in televised 
debates about the Bible.' I am for them an interesting study, 
for I grew up as a biblical fundamentalist and had the content 
of the Bible made a part of my very being. I have read this 
wondrous book on a daily basis since I was twelve. The re- 
markable biographical detail of my spiritual journey is that 
when I ceased being a fundamentalist I did not cease to love 
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the Bible. The Bible remains today the primary focus of my 
study. I am therefore a strange phenomenon, at least in 
Christian America. I am known as a theological liberal. Yet I 
dare to call myself a Bible-believing, Bible-based Christian. 
Such a combination is, for many, a contradiction in terms. 

When I hear a public person suggest that the Bible means 
literally exactly what it says, I am so amazed that I have to 
remind myself that some seven decades have passed since 
the famous Scopes trial in Tennessee. That trial not only cap- 
tured the nation’s attention but it also actually found a young 
high school science teacher guilty of espousing evolution in 
his classroom in direct defiance of the truth of Holy Scrip- 
ture. Such activity constituted a crime in Tennessee in the 
1920s. In that trial Clarence Darrow was brilliant in his cross- 
examination of William Jennings Bryan, reducing his oppo- 
nent to blathering ineptitude by asking such biblical ques- 
tions as “Where did Cain get his wife?” and “Was it really 
possible for a human being named Jonah to live three days 
and three nights in the belly of a whale?” But the jury none- 
theless voted to convict the high school teacher, for the com- 
mitment to biblical literalism was more deeply a part of the 
security system of the times than was the commitment to 
truth. So bizarre was their conclusion that it propelled Mr. 
Scopes, Mr. Darrow, and Mr. Bryan into the very folklore of 
America. 

Yet, incredible though it is, the presentation of this kind 
of biblical literalism continues to live today, being regularly 
fed by the mass communication system called television. 
That electronic power assures that religious ignorance will 
continue to live for yet a while longer. Furthermore, it guar- 
antees that this level of ignorance will continue to define 
many of the religious questions and the religious issues of 
our time, to the ultimate loss of credibility for all religious 
systems, I fear. 


As a direct consequence of this activity, increasing num- 
bers of the educated of our world will be convinced that 
organized religion is little more than a hysterical, supersti- 
tious system with no ability to compel either their response 
or allegiance. Those who seek to be citizens of this century 
as well as believing Christians will be a shriveling and some- 
times almost invisible minority. 

It is quite easy to dismiss biblical fundamentalism on in- 
tellectual grounds.” The Bible is full of contradictions. The 
same God who says in one place, “You shall not kill” (Exod. 
20:13), in another place orders Israel to “slay the Amalekites, 
every man, woman and child” (1 Sam. 15:3ff). The God who 
seems to entertain a universal consciousness when heard to 
say, “My name shall be great among the gentiles” (Mal. 1:10) 
or “every valley shall be exalted” (Isa. 40:4), is also pictured 
as rejoicing over the drowning of the Egyptians in the Red 
Sea (Exodus 15) and allowing the heads of the Edomite chil- 
dren to be “dashed against the rocks” (Ps. 137:7-9). An en- 
tire manuscript filled with similar contradictions could be 
gathered quickly. 

Beyond these anomalies, geological and astrophysical 
evidence has also challenged biblical “truth” successfully. 
That evidence reveals that this planet earth has been in ex- 
istence for between four and five billion years and that hu- 
man or near-human life itself is between five hundred 
thousand and two million years old. This documentable data 
should be able to take care of the literalization of the seven- 
day creation story and Irish Bishop James Ussher’s biblical 
calculation that the earth was created in the year 4004 B.c.E. 
Since the sun does not revolve around the earth, as Joshua 
thought, it would be quite difficult to order it to stop in its 
journey across the sky. Yet Joshua did precisely that, accord- 
ing to the Bible, to enable Israel to win its battle before night- 
fall (Josh. 10:12—13). 


We could also raise interesting questions as to what oc- 
curred in the digestive system of the great fish when Jonah 
entered that system whole and remained there for seventy- 
two hours (Jon. 1:17). At the very least, there would have 
been an acute fishy constipation. Did the graves really open 
at the time of the crucifixion and people long dead get up 
and walk into Jerusalem to be seen by many, as Matthew 
asserts (Matt. 27:51-53)? Did the waters of the Red Sea really 
part for Moses (Exod. 14:21ff)? Did manna really rain down 
from heaven only on six days so as not to violate the Sabbath 
by falling on the seventh day (Exod. 16:5)? Did Noah really 
gather all the animals of the world into that tiny boat, two 
by two (Gen. 7:6-10)? Did that include kangaroos, which no 
one knew existed until Australia was discovered centuries 
later? Did Jesus walk on the water (Mark 6:48, 49), still the 
storm (Mark 4:37-41), or feed the multitude with five loaves 
and two fish (John 6:1-14)? If grave clothes were left intact in 
Jesus’ tomb when Jesus rose, as John asserts (John 20:7), are 
we to assume that his resurrected body was unclothed? 

Belief in the historic accuracy of these texts no longer 
exists in academic circles, but it still enjoys a vigorous life in 
the pews of many of our churches. In a less blatant form this 
fundamentalistic attitude permeates not just the ranks of the 
unthinking masses but finds expression even in sophisti- 
cated, well-educated, high ecclesiastical circles. 

No less a person than Pope John Paul II has supported a 
document and an attitude that proclaims, “Women will never 
be priests in the Roman Catholic Church because Jesus did 
not choose any women to be his disciples.” I submit that this 
is a literal misuse of the Holy Scriptures. In the social order 
and mores of the first century, a woman as a member of a 
disciple band of an itinerant rabbi or teacher was inconceiv- 
able. The female role was too clearly circumscribed for that 
even to be imagined. Here, however, biblical literalism is ec- 
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lectic rather than thoroughgoing. Perhaps it has not yet oc- 
curred to the bishop of Rome that Jesus did not choose any 
Polish males to be disciples either, but this did not exclude 
from the priesthood the Polish boy Karol Jozef Wojtyla, who 
became John Paul II. Of course, this attitude toward women 
is changing everywhere, including all branches of the Chris- 
tian church. Even those churches that still refuse to ordain 
women now allow them to serve the church as lay leaders 
and acolytes and on the governing boards. None of that was 
possible before World War II. All churches will surely have 
women pastors, priests, and bishops before long. 

When I listen to Easter and Christmas sermons, I hear 
time after time a still-vibrant neoliteralism even in those 
mainline churches that would be embarrassed if someone 
suggested they were fundamentalistic. Likewise, the official 
documents, studies, and pastoral letters issued by ecclesiasti- 
cal bodies or groups of bishops are often buttressed by 
straightforward appeals to the literalism of Scripture. One 
bishop was quoted in the press as asserting that in seven 
specific passages of the Bible homosexuality was condemned, 
as if that somehow guaranteed it to be so forever.? Every 
movement to end oppression in any form in Western history 
has had to overcome the authority of a literal Bible. Chris- 
tianity, with its Scriptures intact, persecuted pagans and 
spawned a vicious anti-Semitism that fueled everything from 
the Crusades to the Holocaust to the defacement of syn- 
agogues. That demonic gift from biblical literalism plagues 
us even today. A literal Bible still sees the Jews as those evil 
people who killed Jesus. “His blood be on us and on our 
children” (Matt. 27:25) is a text frequently used to justify our 
prejudice. The Jews are called in the Bible “children of the 
devil” (John 8:44), and they are defined as possessing a God- 
given stupor: “eyes that cannot see and ears that cannot 
hear” (Rom. 11:8). There are times that I literally shudder 
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when I hear the Good Friday story read and realize once 
again that the biblical use of the words the Jews in that nar- 
rative will once more feed that dark stain on the historic soul 
of Christianity. 

Other life-denying prejudices have been perpetuated 
throughout history as official “Christian” positions, but- 
tressed by an appeal to the literal Bible. Included on that list 
would be the rejection of left-handed people as abnormal, 
the enslavement and segregation of non-white people as sub- 
human, the violation and murder of gay or lesbian people 
who are labelled sick or depraved, the repulsion from the 
sanctuaries of the church including the burial office of those 
who have committed suicide, and the rejection and excom- 
munication through canon law of divorced persons regard- 
less of the circumstances leading to the divorce. It always 
seemed strange to me that something called the Word of God 
became in fact again and again in the life of the church a 
weapon of oppression. But that is the judgment of history. 

It is almost amusing to examine “biblical morality” as it 
is called by the literalists. They do not seem to understand 
how immoral, by our standards, many biblical attitudes are. 
For example, according to the older of the Hebrew creation 
myths, the woman was not created in the image of God but 
rather came into being as an afterthought to provide the male 
with a companion and a helpmate (Gen. 2:4—23). The woman 
was the property of the man. Lot, called righteous by the 
Bible, offered his virgin daughters to the angry mob in the 
city of Sodom (Gen. 19:8). Who will step forward to support 
that part of “biblical morality”? In the Ten Commandments, 
the quintessential part of the Jewish law still naively saluted 
as the essence of biblical morality, the wife was listed after a 
man’s house and before a man’s ox, as a possession not to 
be coveted by another man (Exod. 20:17). Moralists who 
quote the seventh commandment prohibiting adultery (Exod. 
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20:14) fail to realize that polygamy was the style of marriage 
abroad when that commandment was given. Indeed, three 
hundred years after the giving of the law at Mount Sinai, 
Solomon had seven hundred wives and three hundred con- 
cubines, says the Bible (1 Kings 11:3). What does adultery 
mean when one man possesses one thousand women? In its 
literal context the seventh commandment really enjoined one 
man from violating the woman who was the property of an- 
other man. A woman who was not so owned was, of course, 
fair game. That does not seem to be nearly so moral as the 
moralists would have us believe. 

Beyond the naive literalism of the fundamentalists and 
the more subtle literalism of a broad segment of church lead- 
ers is still another level of biblical literalism. It is all but un- 
challenged even in religious and academic circles. This form 
of literalism is the assertion that the Bible’s stories are abso- 
lutely unique, novel, and non-syncretistic, or the literalism 
that fails to see the universal aspects of all religious folklore. 
Joseph Campbell in his conversation with Bill Moyers, pub- 
lished under the title The Power of Myth, suggested that reli- 
gious people should study the myths of religions other than 
their own because they tend to literalize the myths of their 
own religious systems.* 

Many stories in the mythologies of the world, for exam- 
ple, parallel familiar parts of the Christian tradition. Divine 
figures are born of virgin mothers, mythic heroes die and are 
resurrected and return to heaven in cosmic ascensions. 
When we read of these traditions in the context of Egyptian 
sacred writings, it does not occur to us to literalize the stories 
of Osiris and Isis. We know we are dealing in that instance 
with ancient myths. However, we avoid making the same 
assumptions about our own faith story. In fact, among some 
Christians, anyone not affirming the total historicity of the 
Christian story is suspect and drummed out of the corps as 


9 


a nonbeliever or even a heretic. Most believing Christians 
have not yet come to recognize in their religious tradition the 
subjectivity of language, of history, of a particular value sys- 
tem, or of every specific mind-set. 

Can the meaning of Jesus’ ascension (Acts 1), which in 
its biblical context assumed a three-tiered universe—a flat 
earth and a literal heaven above the domed sky—be delivered 
from the words and thought forms of the era that first froze 
that experience into such stringent and dated concrete im- 
ages? Can space-age people escape the conclusion that if 
Jesus literally rose from this earth, and even if he traveled at 
the speed of light (186,000 miles per second), he has still not 
escaped the boundaries of this single galaxy. Literalism leads 
to strange absurdities! 

In the first century’s view of genetics, the whole life of 
the infant was assumed to be genetically present in the 
sperm of the male, a concept referred to as a humuncleos.® 
The birth narratives written in that era, therefore, in order 
to assert Jesus’ divine origin had only to displace the male, 
for the female was believed to offer nothing save the womb 
to serve as an incubator. That story, if literalized, can make 
no sense at all in a world that understands the genetic pro- 
cesses of both males and females quite differently. The fram- 
ers of the birth narratives did not know about egg cells and 
the way zygotes are formed genetically. Literalize the birth 
legends of Matthew and Luke today and you will, according 
to such eminent theologians as Wolfhart Pannenberg and 
Emil Brunner, destroy the Christian concept of incarnation.°® 
A Jesus who receives his human nature from Mary and his 
divine nature from the Holy Spirit cannot meet the test of 
being fully human and fully divine. He would, in fact, be 
neither fully human nor fully divine, both Pannenberg and 
Brunner have argued. If they are correct, then even Chris- 
tianity itself cannot stand the continued literalization of the 
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virgin birth tradition. Yet at lunch in the refectory of one of 
America’s foremost divinity schools several years ago, the 
students with whom I talked were still treating the virgin 
story literally, and, perhaps more fearfully, they were quot- 
ing one of their professors to buttress their arguments. 

When one Episcopal bishop told me that he accepted the 
virgin birth story literally because “if God wanted to be born 
of a virgin, he could have arranged that,”” or when another 
said, “If God created ex nihilo, the virgin birth would be a 
snap,” I thought to myself, How will the church survive in 
this world with that lack of scholarship among its leaders? In 
those statements the bishops were asserting their belief in 
a God who was in fact a manipulative male person, who 
would set aside the processes of the world to produce a mir- 
acle in order to bring his (sic) divine presence into a human 
enterprise called life, from which this God was clearly sepa- 
rated. They also revealed no knowledge whatsoever of the 
biblical studies that have, for at least a century, thrown new 
light on the interpretation of these birth narratives. 

Literalism masquerades under many forms—from the 
blatant to the subtle to the unconscious—but it is literalism 
nonetheless, and in every instance it is finally destructive to 
truth. Because the power of institutional Christianity has 
been assumed to rest upon the literal assertions of a fourth- 
century creed, it is easy to understand why biblical literalism 
continues to possess its tenacious hold upon ecclesiastical 
leadership, including those academicians who teach the 
clergy of the future in some of the seminaries of this land, 
particularly the denominationally based seminaries. 

A literalized myth is a doomed myth. Its truth cannot be 
rescued. Literalism is not even a benign alternative for con- 
temporary Christians. It is, in the modern world, nothing 
less than an enemy to faith in Jesus Christ. It is a belief 
system built on ignorance, which acts as if God, the infinite 
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mystery, can be defined in the words of any human being or 
in the thought forms of a particular era. Literalism is a claim 
that God’s eternal truth has been, or can be, captured in the 
time-limited concepts of human history. It is to pretend that 
knowledge is finite and that knowledge does not therefore 
explode in infinite new directions daily. Biblical fundamen- 
talism reduces the religious options for people to the shallow 
levels of propositional truth and then fills them with a reli- 
gious certainty that can be maintained only by a defensive, 
aggressive hysteria. When that certainty explodes, funda- 
mentalism leaves the would-be fundamentalist with no alter- 
native save a Godless despair. The day has passed for me 
when, in the name of tolerance to the religious insecurities 
of others, I will allow my Christ to be defined inside a killing 
literalism. 

So I turn to these questions: What does it take to under- 
stand those mythic dimensions that fill our religious story? 
Can the universal elements in the Christian myth be identi- 
fied? Can they be lifted out of the tribal thinking of our lim- 
ited minds until they touch the deep recesses of life, the 
depths of the human psyche, and even the mystical center 
of God? Can the religious traditions of Christianity be taken 
seriously but not literally? Can Christians be freed to explore 
the sacred writings of our faith story without being bound 
inside the prejudices, worldviews, and emotional pitfalls of 
another era? Can the Christian church at the dawn of the 
twenty-first century be called out of the literalism that if not 
escaped will finally be the cause of its death? 

The time has come, I believe, for the church to launch 
into the deep, to give its people the courage to live with 
integrity and to search our sacred story with honesty for truth. 
The time has come for the church to recognize certainty as a 
vice and to dismiss it, and to embrace uncertainty as a virtue. 
The time has come for the church to surrender its neurotic 
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pattern of trafficking in one feeble religious security system 
after another and to allow its people to feel the bracing wind 
of insecurity, so that Christians might understand what it 
means to walk by faith. 

Can the church surrender its defining prejudices of a 
personalistic, masculine, and patriarchal worldview? Can we 
escape the stereotypes of the past that define gender, sexual 
orientation, and sexual morality in a way that has always 
violated women and now is seen increasingly to violate 
everyone? Can the church get out of the behavior-control 
business and into the business of calling people into being 
the holy and complete selves God has created them to be? 

In this volume I have chosen to focus specifically on the 
role of church and Scripture in the oppression of women. In 
order to bring that focus into its clearest relief, I concentrate 
my study on the birth narratives that introduce the first and 
third Gospels in our standard biblical text. 

At the beginning of this chapter, I stated my opinion that 
these narratives, more than any other parts of the Bible, have 
exercised a negative influence on women by providing a def- 
inition of ideal womanhood against which every woman 
must be compared. I therefore roam beneath the words of 
these familiar Christmas narratives. I examine this text by 
looking at similar stories in traditions quite different from 
my own. I face the implications of my claim that the story of 
the virgin birth is not literal, factual history. If there was no 
virgin birth, then either Joseph? or some other male was the 
earthly father of Jesus. If paternity belonged to one other 
than Joseph, then the question must be asked as to whether 
the liaison was accomplished with or without the consent of 
Jesus’ mother. I examine the suggestion that Jesus might 
have been an “illegitimate” child, now being offered by fem- 
inist biblical scholars, and seek to understand the implica- 
tions of that possibility for Christian theology. I ask why the 
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real woman who was at Jesus’ side in life and death was 
replaced by an unreal sexless woman early in Christian his- 
tory. Only in this manner, ] am convinced, can we face, ex- 
pose, and expunge the negativity toward women created by 
the literal Bible in general and the literalized birth narratives 
in particular. In the process, I hope to alert the church to the 
price it has had to pay for its embrace of fundamentalism. 

As a new and promising doorway through which to walk 
into this task, I present first a method, a context, and a set- 
ting employed by the Bible’s original authors that affect the 
Gospels in general and the birth stories specifically. By en- 
tering this doorway, I hope to provide a new option beyond 
the present sterile choices that so many feel the church today 
offers the world; namely, must I be premodern and prejudi- 
cial in order to be a Christian? or must I leave Christianity in 
order to escape my prejudices and take seriously my post- 
Christian world? 

Perhaps I can open my readers’ eyes to see that literalism 
in all its forms can die and yet God will continue to live. This 
journey will be, I believe, worth the reader’s time and worth 
the believer’s risk. 
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2 


Approaching the Story 
Through Midrash 


If the Bible is to be read today with intelligence, our knowl- 
edge of how it came to be written needs to be expanded. If I 
can offer that knowledge, then perhaps -I can also offer 
enough security to enable the fundamentalists to listen and 
enough hope to enable those who have abandoned Christi- 
anity as premodern nonsense to look again. Perhaps both 
groups could then see that there is more to Christianity than 
that limiting literalism to which some cling and by which 
others are repelled. 

Between the two sterile camps of believing literally or 
rejecting all, there is, in fact, a giant arena to explore. One 
cannot enter that arena, however, unless there is a doorway. 
One must also expect that beyond the doorway is a territory 
worth exploring, a territory that promises new meaning. 

Some time ago while visiting a church in my diocese that 
was predominantly oriented toward literalistic Christianity, I 
tried at a luncheon meeting of the vestry in the rector’s home 
to address these issues on a very elementary level. The result 
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was revealing, to say the least. Luke’s Gospel was the focus 
of my conversation. | talked about Luke’s worldview, his au- 
dience, the issues alive in the church to which he wrote, and 
his way of addressing those issues. 

I illustrated this by sketching briefly the impact of the 
figure Elijah on Luke’s construction of Jesus’ life story. I sug- 
gested that Luke, who is the only Gospel writer to give us a 
narrative of Jesus’ ascension and a narrative of the Pentecost 
experience, developed both of these accounts by following 
the Elijah story line from 2 Kings. Elijah in the Hebrew Scrip- 
tures had bodily ascended into heaven via a fiery chariot 
drawn by fiery horses (2 Kings 2:11). He had also promised 
to bestow upon his single disciple, Elisha, a “double share” 
of his enormous but still-human spirit. The test for Elisha 
would be whether or not he saw his master Elijah’s actual 
ascension. The narrative proclaimed that this “seeing” was 
accomplished, and Elisha walked away from that scene in the 
spirit and power of Elijah. Even the sons of the prophets 
affirmed this, for when Elisha returned to them they pro- 
claimed, “The Spirit of Elijah rests upon Elisha” (2 Kings 
2715). 

Elijah was known for his power to call down fire from 
heaven. He had done this in the contest with the prophets 
of Baal on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18:20-39). He had also 
consumed with fire “a captain of fifty men with his fifty” 
and a second captain of fifty and his men sent to inquire 
about the status of the first group (2 Kings 1:9-12). In the 
folklore of Israel this fiery power belonged uniquely to Elijah. 

Luke, aware of this Hebrew legend, had Jesus, in Elijah 
fashion, begin a journey with his disciples to his final desti- 
ny. As part of this final journey, Jesus sent his disciples 
ahead to prepare his way. When the Samaritan villages did 
not receive these disciples appropriately, they returned to 
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Jesus angry and requested that fire from heaven be called 
down to destroy these Samaritans (Luke 9:54). Jewish readers 
familiar with their traditions would recognize this as a re- 
quest for the use of the Elijah power. Jesus, however, de- 
clined their request and even rebuked them (Luke 9:55). 

In this narrative the figure of Elijah is clearly in the back- 
ground. It should surprise no one therefore that Luke, seek- 
ing to present Jesus as the new and greater Elijah, suggested 
that since Elijah ascended into the sky as the climax of his 
life, Jesus did likewise (Acts 1:1-11). But note the contrast. 
Elijah needed a chariot. Jesus seemed to have ascended on 
his own power. Luke said that Jesus’ disciples, like Elisha, 
witnessed the ascension so they were eligible to receive the 
Spirit of their master. Elijah bestowed a double portion of his 
enormous but still-human spirit on his single disciple, Eli- 
sha. Jesus, the new and greater Elijah, poured the infinite 
power of God’s Holy Spirit upon the entire gathered Chris- 
tian community (Acts 2:1ff). It came as a mighty rushing 
wind because the Hebrew word for spirit, ruach, is also 
the name for wind, which was thought to be nothing less 
than the breath of God. It also came as a tongue of fire, 
which lighted upon the disciples’ heads but did not hurt or 
destroy them. It was the fire of Elijah lifted to a new dimen- 
sion, not of destruction but of refining, by the new and great- 
er Elijah. 

As I sought to explain this biblical background, my 
friends around the room looked increasingly incredulous. 
“You mean,” one of them said, “that maybe these things did 
not actually happen?” | 

“No,” I suggested. “What we have in the Gospels is an 
interpretative narrative based on an earlier part of the tradi- 
tion and designed to enable the reader to see the reality of 
God in Jesus and to be drawn to this reality in faith.” 
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“This means,” my questioner continued, “that you are 
saying that Luke was lying. He told these things as if they 
were true when he knew they were not!” 

The luncheon would not be long enough to address these 
issues, I thought to myself in despair. This woman believed 
that the Gospels were something like a television documen- 
tary or a researched biography. She knew nothing about the 
style of writing that was in vogue in the Jewish world when 
the Gospels were written. She did not embrace the fact that 
when Jesus lived there was no electronic or print media. 

It was inevitable that the first Christians, who were Jew- 
ish people, would interpret Jesus, organize their memory, 
and shape their religious life based on their Jewish religious 
heritage, which was the only tradition they knew. Luke in 
effect stated this in his resurrection narrative when he sug- 
gested that Jesus “opened the scriptures” to Cleopas and his 
partner in the Emmaus road story (Luke 24:27) and later 
when Luke has Jesus say, “These are the words that I spoke 
to you while I was yet with you, that all things must be 
fulfilled which were written in the law of Moses and in the 
prophets and in the psalms concerning me” (Luke 24:44). 

The way the Jewish tradition viewed and treated Scrip- 
ture was very clear. This method produced what was called 
midrash. Midrash represented efforts on the part of the rab- 
bis to probe, tease, and dissect the sacred story looking for 
hidden meanings, filling in blanks, and seeking clues to yet- 
to-be-revealed truth. It was the assumption of the rabbis de- 
veloping the midrash that the sacred text was timeless, that 
it was true in the past, true in the present, and true in the 
future. 

Clues to understanding God’s action today could be 
found in the ancient narratives. Christians were convinced 
that Jesus was the key to the Jewish Scriptures. The God who 
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had spoken “in times past through the prophets has in these 
latter days spoken by his son” (Heb. 1:2). So they searched 
the ancient record for hints, clues, foreshadowings, and 
interpretations. One had only to possess eyes that could see. 
Hence, to retell stories out of the Jewish religious past to 
illumine a new experience was not to be deceitful, mislead- 
ing, or false. It was, rather, to illumine the new experience 
by showing how the past was seen in and fulfilled by the 
present. The readers of the Gospels who understood this 
midrashic method of probing Scripture would understand. 
Only to a generation living hundreds of years later, sepa- 
rated from their Jewish religious roots and clinging to a pe- 
culiarly Western mind-set, would the choice appear to be 
between literal truth and overt lies. 

Our twentieth-century world, distorted by religious 
claims to possess objectivity and literalness, asks, “Did it 
happen?” The biblical writers deeply involved in the midrash 
tradition were attempting to answer a quite different ques- 
tion, “What does it mean?” The Gospels, far more than we 
have thought before, are examples of Christian midrash. In 
the Gospels, the ancient Jewish story would be shaped, re- 
told, interpreted, and even changed so as to throw proper 
light on the person of Jesus. There was nothing objective 
about the Gospel tradition. These were not biographies. They 
were books designed to inspire faith. The fourth Gospel even 
suggested, quite overtly, that “these things are written so 
that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 
and that believing you might have life in his name” (John 
20:21). Mark declared he was writing “the gospel of Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 1:1). Luke asserted that he 
was writing of those things that are “most assuredly believed 
among us” (Luke 1:1). To force these narratives into the 
straitjacket of literal historicity is to violate their intention, 
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their method, and their truth. To see them as expressions of 
the genre called midrash with a Christian twist is to enter 
Scripture in a new and perhaps a life-giving way. 

Did Jesus physically ascend, or is that a Christian mid- 
rash retelling of the Elijah story? Did the Holy Spirit descend 
with a literal wind and with tongues of fire, or is that a 
heightened retelling of the promise of Elijah to pour his spirit 
out on the disciple who sees? Did Judas Iscariot actually go 
hang himself after the act of betrayal, as Matthew narrates 
(Matt. 27:3-10), or is that a retelling of the story of Ahitho- 
phel, who hanged himself after he had betrayed David, the 
shepherd King of Israel? (2 Sam. 17:23). Did Judas receive 
thirty pieces of silver for his act of betrayal, or is that a re- 
telling of the story from the book of Zechariah (Zech. 11:4- 
14)? Here a prophet was appointed by God as the “shepherd 
of Israel” but, because of the unwillingness of the people to 
follow their shepherd, this prophet wanted to resign. At the 
moment of his resignation he was paid his back wages— 
thirty pieces of silver. That was the price it cost Israel of old 
to rid itself of God’s appointed shepherd. Was that a parable 
hidden in the Hebrew Scriptures that really was designed to 
foreshadow Jesus? That was true to the midrash tradition, 
and that was the way it would have appeared to the Gospel 
writers. 

Did Jesus feed the multitude with loaves and fishes, or 
is that a retelling of the story of God feeding the chosen 
people in the wilderness with manna? Was the raising of the 
widow's son at Nain (Luke 7:11-17) an event of history or a 
retelling of the story of Elijah raising the widow's son 
(1 Kings 17:17-24)? Was that another Elijah hint? Does the 
fourth Gospel perpetuate the midrash tradition by turning 
the Lucan parable about Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16) 
into a historic narrative that asserted that Lazarus had been 
raised from the dead (John 11)? Again and again throughout 
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the Gospels we confront the midrash style. One only needs 
the eyes to see, the mind to understand, and the tradition to 
enrich. 

Perhaps in a form more concentrated than anywhere else 
in the New Testament the birth narratives are illustrative of 
Christian midrash. The only obvious historical fact beneath 
these narratives is that Jesus was born. No one enters this 
world in any other way, if one is human. The church histor- 
ically resisted every effort to remove Jesus’ humanity from 
him, although in the common mind he continues to be 
thought of as a heavenly visitor. 

The first building block in constructing the nonhuman 
Jesus of later Christian mythology is found in the birth nar- 
ratives of Matthew and Luke. But these need to be seen as 
midrashic attempts to interpret the power and impact of the 
adult Jesus. The Bethlehem location, the miraculous concep- 
tion, the heavenly signs, the gifts of the magi, the visit of.the 
shepherds, the slaughter of the male babies, the flight into 
Egypt, and perhaps even the names of Zechariah, Elizabeth, 
Joseph, and Mary are products of midrash. At least these 
possibilities ought to be entertained and explored. 

He was Jesus of Nazareth. His name was a common 
name in Hebrew society. It was Yeshua, or Joshua. His birth 
was, in all probability, not noted by anyone other than Mary 
and whoever attended her. Mary’s labor was real. Jesus’ birth 
was human like every other birth. There were contractions, 
pain, blood, an umbilicus that had to be cut, and the after- 
birth with which someone had to deal. As I shall chronicle 
later, there may even have been a hint of scandal connected 
with this birth. 

Never, however, would these birth narratives have been 
created had not the experience with the adult Jesus cried out 
for an explanation. Who is this man? Whence has he come? 
It took years for the birth stories to be formed. They did not 


21 


appear in written form until the ninth decade of the Chris- 
tian era. They reflect the charm of the romantic storyteller 
who wanted to explain something that the camera or video- 
tape could never capture. 

But before we can enter that magical world of virgin 
births, angelic messengers, heavenly hosts, wandering stars, 
exotic magi, and hillside shepherds, we need to search for 
the experience that demanded so elaborate an explanation. 
That experience, while connected with Jesus, did not origi- 
nate in the events of his birth but rather in the events of his 
death..Only slowly did they wander back in history until one 
could take pen in hand and write, Once upon a time in the 
village of Bethlehem... 
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3 


Born of a Woman—FPaul’s Witness 


Before any Gospel was written, before theological doc- 
trines designed to interpret Jesus came into being, before any 
tradition concerning Jesus’ birth had been articulated, Paul 
had written: 


But when the time had fully come, 

God sent forth his Son, 

born of a woman, born under the law, 

to redeem those who were under the law, 

so that we might receive adoption as sons. 
(Galatians 4:4, 5) 


These were the first written words to be preserved by the 
Christian community describing the birth of Jesus. They 
were written by Paul between 49 and 55 c.E., or some nine- 
teen to twenty-five years after the events of Calvary and the 
experience of Easter and some sixteen to twenty-one years 
before the first Gospel was penned. A chapter written on 
Paul’s understanding of Jesus’ origins would be a very brief 
chapter indeed, for Paul was unconcerned about these 
things. In this Galatian text there is no hint of a miraculous 
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birth or of supernatural parenting. That issue simply had not 
yet been raised for Paul, nor was it an interest for this first 
generation of Christians. 

In this same epistle, Paul referred in a matter-of-fact way 
to James, the Lord’s brother (Gal. 1:19). The idea that there 
might be something strange in the fact that Jesus had a 
brother was equally inconceivable to this Jewish author. In- 
deed, James “the Lord’s brother” had his position of status 
and influence in the early church primarily because of his 
physical kinship with Jesus of Nazareth. Some thirty-five 
years later, when Luke would write his account in the Book 
of Acts of the Jerusalem consultation between Paul and 
Jewish-Christian leaders, the James referred to was no longer 
identified by the title “the Lord’s brother” (Acts 15). However, 
it is clear that this could only be James the brother of 
Jesus. Acts earlier had recounted that James the brother 
of John (and the son of Zebedee) had been slain by the sword 
of Herod (Acts 12:1, 2). The only other James the Bible knows 
is James the son of Alphaeus. Could he be the James referred 
to in Acts 15? That is highly unlikely. When one recognizes 
the power of James the Lord’s brother in the Jerusalem Chris- 
tian community unequivocally affirmed by Paul in his letter 
to the church in Galatia, and the absence of any other men- 
tion of James the son of Alphaeus in early Christian writings, 
there is no other valid conclusion. Yet something clearly had 
occurred in those thirty or so years between Paul and Luke 
to cause the leadership of the Christian church to suppress 
the identification of James as the Lord’s brother. To this fas- 
cinating detail I will return later. 

In Paul’s letter to the church at Rome, which scholars 
usually date at 56 to 58 c.£., we have his second and final 
reference to Jesus’ birth. He wrote of “the gospel concern- 
ing his Son who was descended from David according to the 
flesh and designated Son of God in power according to 
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the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead” 
(Rom. 1:3, 4). Once again there is no hint of anything un- 
usual about the birth of Jesus. He was a descendant of David 
“according to the flesh.” A Davidid, this would be called. 
Whether this royal claim came through his maternity or his 
paternity was not stated, for his descent through the flesh 
was for Paul of little or no importance. The focus of this text 
was on the faith affirmation. Jesus “was designated [note the 
passive verb form] Son of God in power according to the 
Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead.” Who 
designated him Son of God is clear from reading the rest of 
Paul. Paul never referred to the resurrection in an active verb 
tense. For Paul, Jesus never “rises from the dead.” Always it 
is God who raised him (Rom 4:24; 6:9; 10:9; 1 Cor. 15:4, 13, 
14, 15, 20; Phil. 2:9). God was one, holy, and sovereign for 
the Jewish Paul. The idea of a coequal trinity of Persons in 
the Godhead had not yet been born. Had Paul been alive 
when that idea did emerge, I suspect he would have resisted 
it vigorously. Paul was certainly not a Trinitarian, as that 
concept came to be defined in later Greek-influenced theo- 
logical discussions. The idea of Incarnation, which also arises 
out of a Greek dualism, would have been equally incompre- 
hensible to him. The action of resurrection, for Paul, be- 
longed to God alone, who vindicated the righteous Jewish 
Jesus by raising him. Furthermore, that vindication Paul 
thought of as the exaltation of Jesus into heaven, not as a 
physical resuscitation from death back into life. If Paul 
had narrated that moment, I suspect he would have done 
so in terms closer to what the church later called the ascen- 
sion, rather than what the church came to call the resurrec- 
tion. Paul, however, did not narrate, he proclaimed that 
God raised Jesus; and he used both the words “exaltation” 
(Phil. 2:9) and “resurrection” (1 Cor. 15:13) to describe that 
moment. 
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-aul’s clear assumption was that the birth of Jesus was 
completely normal and completely human. One does not 
need a supernatural birth to be declared Son of God in a 
Jewish context. Indeed, delving into or speculating about the 
origins of a life that was vindicated by God was of no great 
import to Paul or, presumably, to the early Christian church. 

At this moment in primitive Christianity, Paul (who died 
around 64 c.£.) stood as a witness to a normal human birth 
process for Jesus. It must be noted that despite his presump- 
tion of a natural birth, he nonetheless developed a profound 
Christology. But it was a Christology that was not dependent 
on a supernatural origin. For this first great Christian think- 
er, a nexus existed in Jesus of Nazareth in which the divine 
and the human had come together. He saw Jesus as God's 
first creation (Colossians 15). He found a self-emptying di- 
vinity in the Jesus of history (Phil. 2:5-11). But no birth story 
was necessary for Paul to make those assertions. Nor did his 
understanding of Jesus depend on supernatural intervention 
at any point prior to the resurrection/exaltation moment. 
Paul was too much a Jew for that. A pity it is that this Jewish 
anchor for Jesus did not endure. 

Birth traditions do not develop around all people. When 
they do develop, they constitute a powerful commentary not 
on the birth of the subject, as people suppose, but on the 
adult significance of the life whose birth is being described. 
They reflect the human need to understand the origins of 
greatness in the person who has so affected and shaped hu- 
man history. They are akin to the suggestion that the boy 
George Washington never told a lie, even when he cut down 
the cherry tree, or to the fascination with the early life of a 
boy named Abraham Lincoln, who grew up, it was said, in 
a log cabin on the American frontier. Perhaps birth stories 
about figures of history are inevitable. When those figures of 
history are also religious persons of great import to living 
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faith systems, it is almost inevitable that in time a literalizing 
process will engulf the legendary birth narratives, and ad- 
herents of the faith system will begin to suggest that the 
interpretive birth stories were in fact actual events that took 
place in history. It was so with both Moses and Muhammad. 
For those of us who stand inside the Christian faith sys- 
tem, our task is first to look at the adult power of the Jesus 
that in time created the tales of his supernatural origins. 
Jesus himself was once reported to have said, “What do you 
think of the Christ? Whose Son is he?” (Matt. 22:42). In in- 
genious ways, the second, not the first, generation of Chris- 
tians began to address this question with growing legends. 
This first generation of Christians was concerned to address 
only the scandal of the cross. How could the messiah be 
crucified? That was Paul’s issue as a member of that first 
generation. But after the death of Paul of Tarsus, a second . 
generation began to probe Jesus’ origins, and when they did, 
they found it necessary to address what came to be called 
“the scandal of the manger.” To that story we now turn. 
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From the Scandal of the Cross 
to the Scandal of the Crib 


Paul wrote from approximately 47 to 64 c.£. His early 
letters were midway between the life of Jesus and the First 
Gospel. His last letters were midway between the life of Jesus 
and the Fourth Gospel. As these years passed between Jesus’ 
earthly life and the Gospel-writing tradition that sought to 
explain him, a fascinating theological process occurred. The 
process moved in a consistent pattern from the Jesus of his- 
tory to the Christ of faith. It began with a specific human life 
made of real flesh and blood. He had a particular name, and 
he came from a particular town. He was known as Jesus of 
Nazareth (Mark 1:24; Matt. 26:71; Luke 4:34; John 1:45) or as 
the Nazarene or even as the Galilean. 

Jesus was part of a particular family. His mother, broth- 
ers, and sisters were identifiable to the people of Nazareth 
(Mark 6:3). He was known by them as a carpenter (Mark 6:3), 
though Matthew, writing some fifteen to twenty years later, 
changed that Marcan reference from his being a carpenter to 
his being a carpenter’s son (Matt. 13:55). It is interesting to 
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note that outside the birth narratives that verse was the only 
other Matthean reference to Jesus’ earthly father. The spouse 
of Mary was presented in sacred writings of Christians as a 
shadowy figure, almost a nonpresence, in Jesus’ adult life. 

In any event, this Jesus in his adult life clearly had an 
impact on the people of Galilee and Judea. He organized a 
band of disciples, which in itself was not unusual for a wan- 
dering teacher, but the disciples of this Jesus appeared to 
have little or no social or political influence. They were pri- 
marily identified with what might be called the riffraff ele- 
ment of society: fishermen, a tax collector, a zealot,! and 
others somewhat nondescript. Yet tales of power grew up 
around this Jesus. Stories were heard of healings, exorcisms, 
nature miracles, and even resuscitations of the dead. 

He had a teaching gift. His illustrations were graphic, his 
stories and parables memorable. They were crafted out of the 
whole cloth of real life. He spoke of a father who indulged 
his son and lived to regret it (Luke 15:11-32), of a widow 
who lost a coin and swept diligently until she found it (Luke 
15:8—10), of a man who built the foundation of his house in 
the shifting sands instead of on the mighty rocks (Matt. 7:24—- 
27), and of a judge who separated the sheep from the goats 
on the day of judgment (Matt. 25:31-46). 

But teachers, even eloquent teachers of renown, were not 
uncommon in the Jewish tradition. That alone would never 
have lifted this Jesus out of the obscurity of history. Miracle 
workers or healers were likewise not unknown, nor were 
they all flimflam artists or peddlers of snake-oil cures. Be- 
neath the tales that were normally exaggerated, there was 
usually a kernel of legitimacy, a circumstance that lent won- 
der or amazement to an event, a measurable result that grew 
as the tale passed from mouth to mouth. But healers came 
and went. They certainly did not often inspire legends, nor 
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did they normally drive people to inquire into their origins 
in order to explain their power. 

Somehow this Jesus was different; and when the story of 
his life was examined, that difference seemed to lie in the 
events of his last days on earth. This interpretive clue was 
seen in every Gospel written about him. All the Gospel writ- 
ers focused on that final one week, devoting 25 to 40 percent 
of their entire narrative to it. 

One modern biblical scholar has suggested that these cli- 
mactic parts of the Gospel story came into written form first 
to satisfy liturgical needs. The Jewish people who had be- 
come Christians were accustomed to the Scripture readings 
that accompanied the observance of Passover. In time these 
first Christians developed the vigil service of Easter at which, 
in Passover fashion, they read and reenacted the passion nar- 
rative of their Lord as they watched through the night in 
preparation for the resurrection celebration at dawn. 

This scholar has also suggested that in time the rest of 
the Jewish liturgical year was similarly reinterpreted with 
Christian narratives about Jesus or with Jesus’ own remem- 
bered words forming the scriptural content. It was for this 
liturgical purpose primarily, he argues, that Mark, Matthew, 
and Luke came to be written. To support his argument, he 
correlates the Gospels with Jewish writings in observance of 
the Jewish New Year, the Day of Atonement, the Feast of 
Tabernacles, and the Jewish Pentecost. 

It was only because of the experience of Easter, however, 
that this vigil service was created. That experience alone 
moved the apostles to reconstitute themselves as a commu- 
nity of faith. At the arrest of Jesus the disciples had fled for 
their lives. Something had to bring them back together. What 
that something was and the context in which it occurred 
formed the crucial interpretive center of the Christian message 
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that we now call the passion narrative. It is no wonder 
that the first Christian liturgical celebration would be built 
around the experience that informed that memory. The pri- 
mary purpose of liturgy has always been to recall and to 
celebrate saving moments. So the heart of the Christian story 
is found in the recounting of the events of Jesus’ last days 
with the life-changing moment of Easter forming the climax 
of the story. 

The importance of that moment was also reflected in the 
way the Christian community structured its life. Since that 
community had come to see itself as the new Israel it was 
important that the number twelve be preserved in matters of 
importance. The twelve tribes of Israel was the organizing 
principle of the people of the first covenant, so the Christians 
felt the need to preserve as the organizing principle of the 
new covenant the structure of the apostolic band as being 
twelve in number. However, in Judas Iscariot there was a 
defection in the ranks that reduced the number to eleven, 
requiring some action of restoration. The book of Acts tells 
us of the choice of Matthias to take the place of Judas. In 
that narrative the sole criterion for the selection of this new 
member of the twelve was that he must have been a witness 
to the catalytic moment that changed history. 

Since that moment also came to be associated with the 
first day of the week, hardly a holy time in the Jewish tradi- 
tion, that day quickly got caught up in the Christian drama 
and became the new Christian holy day. It was called the day 
of the Lord or the day of the resurrection. The experience of 
Easter that brought this new faith community into being was 
building a new content as human beings struggled to put 
that experience into words. 

The meaning of Jesus was to be located in the events of 
that day which climaxed that crucial week. This was the as- 
sertion of each of the canonical Gospels. Something hap- 
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pened that gave his life a new significance, a startling power. 
Something happened that provided new impetus to the hu- 
man questions asked time and again in his life: Who is this? 
What is the meaning of his life? Whence does he come? First, 
they experienced his power. Second, they sought to under- 
stand his power. Third, they attempted to explain the origin 
of his power. That is a familiar process in human mental 
meanderings, but it does not occur unless there is a powerful 
experience that demands an explanation. 

Unfortunately, in later history these tales explaining the 
origin of his life and the source of his power would be liter- 
alized. Not every person seems able to distinguish between 
the levels of human knowledge. Mythology and folklore are 
means by which one arrives at a rational understanding of 
an experience that is beyond words. Yet no one doubted that 
the experience was real, intense, and clear. 

Mythology and folklore are not to be identified with the 
experience. Indeed, mythology and folklore are two steps 
removed from reality. The experience is always primary, the 
reflective understanding of the experience is always second- 
ary, and the tales that illumine or explain the understanding 
are always tertiary. We probe the mythology and folktales to 
illumine the conclusions people drew that enabled them to 
talk about their experience. An intense experience ultimately 
has no form. As soon as it achieves form it is distorted. Yet 
every human experience has to be processed. The only 
means we have to do this is de and through the use of words 
and symbols. 

Even the word God was, and is, a culturally conditioned 
construct. The first-century world, and ancient people gen- 
erally, thought of God after the analogy of a superhuman 
person. The human image of the highest rank was a king. 
The king was male, sovereign over a single nation, and the 
most powerful person in the land. God was pictured as a 
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superking, very much male, with sovereignty over the whole 
world, with power beyond human comprehension. It was the 
power of light, darkness, wind, wave, thunder, lightning, 
flood, drought, life, and death. His throne—for all kings have 
thrones—was beyond the sky, where he reigned in majestic 
splendor. 

In the face of this divine power, people groveled in fear. 
They sought to win God's favor with sacrifices, offerings, 
and words of flattery and praise. They sought to win divine 
approval with behavior modeled on what they understood to 
be God’s will, God’s law. They experienced their own finitude 
and guilt as alienation and despair, over which they had no 
control. So they did what all powerless people do: they threw 
themselves on the divine mercy and pleaded for acceptance 
and forgiveness. Human beings had no way to climb to heav- 
en, so they prayed for the holy God to come down to earth, 
to overcome their alienation and impotence, to embrace them 
with the divine love, to affirm their eternal worth. 

These royal images, the gift from an ancient period of 
our human history, were not questioned so long as kings 
were kings. Since no one could imagine such things as de- 
mocracy or the dictatorship of the proletariat, it was assumed 
that these royal images for God had an eternal, objective, 
literal truth about them that was beyond question or doubt. 

Since God, like earthly kings, was perceived as a mighty 
warrior, he had to have a mighty weapon of warfare. In those 
days no one imagined atomic bombs or missiles, jet aircraft, 
nuclear submarines, or chemical warheads. The most lethal 
weapon these ancient people could envision was a bow and 
arrow. So, they reasoned, God must have a gigantic bow, as 
big as the heavens themselves, one with the resplendent 
colors of creation. In the story of the great flood, the people 
had seen, according to the legend, a multicolored mighty 
bow stretched across the sky. We call that a rainbow today. 
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They, however, did not understand the nature of color, the 
prism effect of a ray of light filtered through a drop of water. 
They saw only a gigantic bow in the realm where they 
thought God dwelled. 

God has laid aside the mighty bow, this divine weapon 
of war, they reasoned. This means that God will never again 
destroy the whole earth, they concluded. It was a valid con- 
clusion, given the assumptions of that day, but it was des- 
tined not to endure as the explanation of a rainbow. The 
myths and folk wisdom of a particular day always shape the 
understanding the people have of their intense experiences. 
That is why no doctrine created by human beings can finally 
be unquestioned, no scriptural narrative written by human 
hands can finally be inerrant, and no human being living at 
any particular moment of history can finally be infallible. 

Folktales, doctrines, dogmas, sacred Scripture, and artic- 
ulated understandings are, in the last analysis, only door- 
ways through which we walk in our attempt to enter the 
experience of God that someone else has had. They are val- 
uable to us, but they are not to be literalized. When inter- 
preters feel beckoned to enter the content of the birth 
narratives of the one called Jesus of Nazareth, they must be 
cognizant of these realities. 

Jesus was interpreted by the early Christians in terms of 
their assumed and unquestioned concepts of God, modeled 
after the image of a heavenly king. The focus was on the 
exalted Jesus seated at the right hand of the heavenly throne. 
The image reflected the popular mythic understanding of the 
universe as a kingdom. Human beings were thought of as 
those loyal subjects who faithfully loved and served their 
king and who shared in the king’s ordering of life so that the 
will of the deity could be done “on earth as it is in heaven.” 
In various ways, however, so the myth went, fellowship with 
the divine King had been broken. The good creation had 
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fallen; a wrathful God was primed to punish the human 
subjects. 

Instead, God sent an emissary (son), and through the 
son’s divine sacrifice the justice of God had been satisfied, 
the vicarious death of the mythic hero had been achieved, 
and the divine order had been reestablished. The mythic 
hero suffered and conquered, died and rose again. His work 
done, he returned to the heavenly throne as the one who had 
experienced human life, so he made constant intercession to 
God for weak human beings. Now it was possible once again 
to live in faithful communion with the Lord of the universe. 
All one need do was to join the community that acknowl- 
edged the mythic hero as Lord and one would receive the 
gift of salvation that came from on high. There was no other 
way to achieve salvation, so those committed to this mythol- 
ogy almost inevitably became absolutists and chauvinistic 
people. The seeds of both religious bigotry and religious im- 
perialism are found here. In terms of this prevailing mythol- 
ogy Jesus of Nazareth was certainly interpreted and God was 
clearly understood as the heavenly King. 

If this interpretive framework had not been attached to 
Jesus, he may well not have become the central religious fig- 
ure in Western civilization. A powerful experience has to be 
interpreted to be passed along. But there is also no doubt 
that this interpretive framework violated the historical Jesus. 
Nor was it always easy to attach this interpretive framework 
to Jesus, because Jesus was so obviously not a divine visitor 
but a flesh-and-blood human being. He was “born of a wom- 
an.” An early Christian described him as “tested in every 
way as we are” (Heb. 4:15); as “beset by weaknesses” (Heb. 
5:2); and as one who “in the days of his earthly life offered 
up prayers and petitions with loud cries and tears” (Heb. 
5:7). He did not manifest any power symbols in his life. He 
had no wealth; indeed, he had no place to lay his head. Even 
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the foxes had holes, and the birds, their nests, but this Jesus 
was a homeless person (Matt. 8:28). He led no army, held no 
office, exercised no authority, and, clearly, he had been exe- 
cuted. He died, and that death was real. 

This divine-rescuer mythology was basically from the 
Greek world, and applying it to Jesus was further compli- 
cated by the fact that Jesus was a Hebrew Lord. One had to 
escape the Hebrew context to get to the Greek mythic hero, 
but even within the Hebrew context the historical facts of 
Jesus’ life did not lend themselves to a mythic interpretation. 
Among Hebrew people there was a vast messianic expecta- 
tion that took many forms, but Jesus did not fit any of them. 
The image of a crucified messiah, hanging limp and dead 
from a wooden cross, violated Hebrew messianic expecta- 
tions. Only a man who had committed a crime punishable 
by death was to be hanged on a tree, said the Torah, and 
“you shall bury him the same day, for a hanged man is ac- 
cursed by God” (Deut. 21:22-23). Not only was he executed 
in a public place, but soldiers rolled dice for his only gar- 
ment, hurled a spear into his side, and gave him to a peti- 
tioning group to be buried in a borrowed tomb. It was not a 
king-like portrait. 

As if that were not bad enough, little else in the life of 
this Jewish Jesus appealed to the images and hopes of his 
people. His closest friends certainly did not understand him 
as a messiah. One of them betrayed him, another denied 
him, and all forsook him and fled. This ignoble group of 
disciples had acted in an ignoble manner. Would a real 
messiah have chosen so benign and lowbrow a group of 
disciples? 

When his words were remembered, he fit neither the 
mythic hero image nor the messianic image. He claimed no 
power. Rather he said things like: “Unless you become like 
little children [powerless children], you will never enter the 
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kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 18:3). He said the “last shall be 
first” (Mark 10:31). He washed the feet of the disciples (John 
13:1-11). “I am among you as one who serves,” he stated 
(Luke 22:27). He exhorted them to decline power images, not 
to lord it over people as the kings of the Gentiles did (Luke 
22:25). He identified his cause with finding the sheep that 
were lost (Luke 15:4) and welcoming home the prodigal who 
wasted his father’s wealth in a life of debauchery (Luke 
14:11ff). His teaching found him using Lazarus, a poor beg- 
gar whose sores were licked by the dogs of the street, as the 
sign of his kingdom rather than Dives, the rich man who 
dined sumptuously (Luke 16:20ff). He identified his cause 
with the half-breed Samaritan who went out of his way to 
alleviate suffering, not with the priest or the Levite who 
passed by on the other side (Luke 10:29ff). He said his dis- 
ciples were to turn the other cheek (Matt. 5:39), to go the 
second mile (Matt. 5:4), and to love their enemies (Matt. 
5:44). He placed his cause on the side of the “woman of the 
city” who washed his feet with her tears and dried them with 
her hair, not on the side of the morally righteous Simon the 
Pharisee, in whose home he was guest when that woman 
arrived (Luke 7:36ff). He was not willing to fight for his 
rights or his life, to use compulsive power to achieve his 
objectives. He suggested that his disciples must forgive not 
once or twice but up to and beyond seventy times seven 
occasions (Matt. 18:22). 

His strength, strangely enough, lay in his willingness to 
sacrifice himself to his enemies. His life was a call to reverse 
the standards of the world. In that world, importance was 
achieved by having power over others; serving others was 
thought to be demeaning. When this self-giving Jesus 
was crucified, he refused to defend himself. He accepted the 
whips and nails of his tormentors, and he died praying for 
them (Luke 23:34). His life was too vivid to be forgotten, too 
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real to be ignored. He fit neither the messianic role of the 
Hebrews nor the mythic hero role of the Greeks. Hence Paul 
called him “folly to those who are perishing” (1 Cor. 1:18) 
and suggested that Jesus represented a scandal. 

How does one take that life and fit it into the expecta- 
tions of either the Greeks or the Hebrews? Yet how could 
they deny the power of the experience men and women had 
with this Jesus? His love was real. His sense of presence was 
vivid. His magnetic appeal to others was immense. Self- 
giving, suffering, powerlessness, and self-sacrifice were the 
marks of his human life. There was an undeniable beauty 
about this Jesus, who was in fact “a man for others.”? Con- 
flict between experience and expectation reached a climax on 
Good Friday. Jesus died, and for his followers the darkness 
of that moment was almost physical. 

Easter broke, I believe, not so much with a supernatural 
external miracle but with the dawning internal realization 
that this life of Jesus reflected a new image of God, an image 
that defied the conventional wisdom, an image that called 
into question the exalted king as the primary analogy by 
which God could be understood. This life—selfless, broken, 
loving, given away, powerless—this life was the very life of 
God, someone proclaimed in a moment of mind-boggling 
revelation. To this life could come all who travail and are 
heavy laden. Here one would find rest and peace, and that 
was what was meant by God. It was a startling insight. A 
dead man became the means through which the living God 
was seen. A weak man, beaten and broken, was the symbol 
through which the triumphant God was perceived. An exe- 
cuted man became the one who made these disciples aware 
of the meaning of a divinity to which their eyes had been 
closed or even blinded. 

That life was God's life. The first witnesses to what we 
now call Easter were invited to embrace the scandal, to 
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transcend the foolishness, to open their eyes in wonder. God 
was present in that life, was their inescapable conclusion. 
God was seen not as a king ruling life but as a power within 
life. God was not to be perceived after the analogy of a 
distant deity, who was both superhuman and isolated, but 
rather as a divine essence not separate from and not identical 
with but incarnate within humanity, emerging from the heart 
of life in self-giving love and freely offered being. That was 
the revelation that lay behind the alleluias of that first Easter. 
That was the meaning of God disclosed in the person of Jesus 
that somehow challenged the regal images of the past. That 
essence, consequently, had to be lifted theologically into 
being the essence and definition of God. The experience of 
those who perceived demanded it. 

But, alas, it was a vision too stunning to endure, and 
when the attempt was made to lift the essence of this Jesus 
into the heart of God, the ancient content of the victorious 
messiah of the Jews and the mythic hero of the Greeks cap- 
tured, tamed, and refined the essence of Jesus. The experi- 
ence of self-giving love being elevated into the essence of 
God was thus interpreted in terms of a mythic king being 
exalted to a heavenly throne and of a messiah who received 
God's divine vindication. 

It was not long in the folklore of the early Christians 
before the exaltation of Jesus lost its original meaning. The 
meaning of Jesus had been lifted into and placed at the heart 
of God. That was the revelatory experience. But the words 
began to proclaim God's action in exalting him to the right 
hand of the heavenly throne. Next it was not even God's 
exaltation that was primary; it became, rather, Jesus’ own 
triumph over death. So exaltation faded into resurrection, 
and God’s action faded into being Jesus’ action. Then the 
mythic hero role began to fit, and then the scandal of the 
cross began to be removed by an imaginative and judicious 
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selection of ancient Hebrew texts that seemed to prove that 
God had intended this from the dawn of creation. Jesus was 
son of man and suffering servant and vicarious savior. 

The cross, far from being the scandal that it in fact was, 
became the means by which exaltation was to occur in the 
first place. The cross was transformed even in Christian art 
into a throne from which not a suffering Jesus but a regal 
Jesus reigned as the Christus Rex. The twelve apostles were 
soon transformed from servants to princes of the church, 
wearing crowns called miters, sitting in chairs called thrones, 
and receiving the kneeling adoration of their servant people. 
The shift was no less than 180 degrees. Behind the myth was 
an experience, but it was not long before the myth captured, 
shaped, defined, and distorted the experience. The inevitable 
result was that the humanity of Jesus began to fade. 

But he was “born of a woman.” That became the Maginot 
Line designed to preserve at least a vestige of his humanity. 
With the scandal of the cross removed, however, it was but 
a matter of time before the scandal of his birth became the 
focus of the battle to see Jesus in terms of mythic hero, divine 
savior. 

His origins were equally as scandalous as his means of 
death. He was a nobody, a child of Nazareth out of which 
nothing good was thought to come. No one seemed to know 
his father. He might well have been illegitimate. Hints of that 
are scattered like undetected and unexploded nuggets of dy- 
namite in the landscape of the early Christian tradition. 
Once again the interpretive task went to work. He was not 
an illegitimate child, God was his father; he was born of the 
Holy Spirit. He was not a native of Nazareth, he was born 
in Bethlehem, the City of David. That Bethlehem birth had 
been foretold by the prophet Micah. He was not a nobody, 
he was of the royal house of David. We can trace his geneal- 
ogy. He was not alienated from his family. His earthly father 
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acknowledged him by conferring a name upon him. His 
mother kept all these wonders in her heart and pondered 
them. His birth was not unnoticed. Angels sang of him, 
shepherds journeyed to his manger, Eastern sages brought 
gifts that foretold his greatness. 

So the battle to save the startling and scandalous insight 
that God could be seen and experienced in the self-giving 
love emerging from the life and heart of a betrayed, denied, 
forsaken, executed man began to shift from the events at the 
end of Jesus’ life to the events at the beginning of Jesus’ life. 
The cross had to be “fixed” before the origins could be ad- 
dressed. Paul had done his work and died the martyr’s death 
before any of these issues began to be raised. Mark, the first 
Gospel, wrote his story of Jesus’ life with no allusion what- 
soever to Jesus’ birth or origins. But by the ninth decade of 
the Christian era, this issue was drawn and addressed in a 
variety of ways. The birth traditions about Jesus had come 
into being. 
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The Development of 
the Birth Tradition 


More than any other part of Holy Scripture, the stories 
that developed around Jesus’ birth have captured the public 
fancy. Almost every person in Western civilization, whether 
involved in the church or not, is familiar with the details of 
this portion of the Christian tradition. Through magnificent 
art treasures, through best-loved hymns and carols, through 
the work of a composer like Handel or a poet like W. H. 
Auden, and through annual pageants, the scenes of Jesus’ 
birth have been riveted to our conscious and subconscious 
minds. 

In the life of the church, Christmas has long since sur- 
passed Easter as the favorite holiday, if not in the minds of 
the theologians, at least in the minds of the parishioners. 
Christmas is the season of romance, of candlelight and mid- 
night services. In the celebration of Christmas the promise 
of peace, the yearning for togetherness, the exchange of 
gifts, and the family feast all find expression. It celebrates 
the innocence of childhood by portraying the God who 
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draws near to us in the humility of a powerless infant. All of 
these elements have served to keep the origins of Christmas 
part of our tribal memory and to make the content of the 
birth narratives of the New Testament familiar to everyone 
who participates in a social order informed by Christianity. 
These narratives are a treasured part of the folklore of our 
civilization, and we cling to them with an irrational tenacity 
not unlike the way we cling to any precious possession. 

But these same narratives of our Lord’s birth are also a 
favorite target for criticism by the rationalists. So filled are 
the birth stories of Jesus with legendary details that their 
historicity collapses when they are placed under the micro- 
scope of modern scholarship. Such items as wandering heav- 
enly stars that led exotic magi to the place of Jesus’ birth, 
divine revelations coming through dreams, angelic choruses 
populating the heavens, and the miraculous birth of a baby 
conceived without a human male agent, if seriously believed 
or literally held, will not escape the kind of critical questions 
that biblical fundamentalism is loath to face. 

Scientists will confront these claims from the disciplines 
of astrophysics and genetics. Historians analyzing these lit- 
eralized narratives will identify in them echoes of the past, 
especially of those traditions that are vital parts of the saga 
of ancient Israel. 

Rational! credibility is also stretched when these romantic 
vignettes of Jesus’ infancy are populated by a rich cast of 
characters who seem quite capable, in a moment's notice, of 
breaking into song in perfect meter as if they were stars in 
an operetta. A beloved tradition therefore collides with ra- 
tionality when citizens of this century begin to read the bib- 
lical stories of Christmas as literal history with minds shaped 
by science and a twentieth-century worldview. 

Moreover, no recognized New Testament scholar, Cath- 
olic or Protestant, would today seriously defend the histor- 
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icity of these narratives. This does not mean that the birth 
stories of our Lord are not loved, valued, or even seen as 
valid proclamations of the gospel. It does mean, however, 
that they are not taken literally, nor are they used any longer 
to undergird such a well-known doctrine as the virgin birth, 
which is in fact a popular misnomer for what would more 
accurately be called the doctrine of the virginal conception. 

Indeed, the concept of virgin birth itself, if understood 
in a literal biological fashion, is today quickly dismissed in 
scholarly circles. Roman Catholics still salute it with lip ser- 
vice, but the best case a Roman Catholic scholar such as 
Raymond Brown can make for the virginal conception is to 
suggest that the New Testament evidence does not rule out 
such a possibility.! This is a far cry from the ringing defenses 
of yesterday. This perception has not yet finished trickling 
down to either local clergy or the people in the pew, but it 
will. In time the virgin birth account will join Adam and Eve 
and the story of the cosmic ascension as clearly recognized 
mythological elements in our faith tradition whose purpose 
was not to describe a literal event but to capture the tran- 
scendent dimensions of God in the earthbound words and 
concepts of first-century human beings. 

But to assign the birth narratives to mythology is not to 
dismiss them as untrue. It is rather to force us to see truth 
in dimensions larger than literal truth, to understand how 
the language of myth and poetry came to be the language 
employed by those who sought to describe the divine-human 
encounter they believed themselves to have experienced. 

The accounts of Jesus’ birth are not an original part of 
the earliest known Christian proclamation, called the keryg- 
ma.” The birth narratives that we now possess may well rep- 
resent two quite distinct, even divergent, traditions.? Their 
disagreements are absolutely irreconcilable, though the com- 
mon mind has tended to blend them into a single cohesive 
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narrative—a task that has been accomplished only at the 
price of ignoring discrepancies and distorting data that was 
not blendable. 

The Gospels according to Matthew and Luke, where we 
find the only birth narratives, both achieved their final writ- 
ten form late in the first century of the Christian era. The 
evidence that would suggest that Luke was aware of Mat- 
thew is still debated but I perceive that the weight is begin- 
ning to shift toward that possibility. Both evangelists appear 
to have a common source in Mark. Mark, however, began his 
story with the baptism, an event in the life of the adult Jesus. 
Both Matthew and Luke, by contrast, responding to issues 
alive in their day and feeling an incompleteness about Mark’s 
story, added a birth tradition. Those who still deny that Luke 
had access to Matthew account for their common material by 
postulating another common source which is called Q, or 
Quelle, the German word for “source.” The supposition is 
that Q was a primitive collection of Jesus’ sayings and if this 
is true it may well constitute the earliest written document 
of the Christian faith community. No birth tradition, how- 
ever, emerges out of this primitive source either.* 

Each gospel writer appears to have had a special and 
unique source beyond their common material, called the M 
source for Matthew and the L source for Luke. It is this spe- 
cial source that marks each Gospel story in a particular way. 
It does appear that each Gospel writer’s special source is not 
a single strand of material but several strands, some written, 
some perhaps oral. Some may well even represent the cre- 
ative genius of the evangelist himself. Many of our best-loved 
parables, such as the good Samaritan and the prodigal son, 
are recorded for us in Luke alone, while Matthew alone has 
preserved for us the parable of the last judgment and the 
account of the divine commission. The important issue for 
this discussion, however, is to note that the birth material in 
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Matthew and Luke reveals both common themes and wide 
divergence. The commonality suggests a Lucan dependence 
on Matthew or at least a common source behind them both. 
The wide divergence, however, suggests that each author 
was leaning on a unique source available to him alone, or 
that the theological agenda of each author was a major shap- 
ing influence. The pious suggestion of yesteryear that the 
differences can be accounted for by the fact that Matthew 
was writing from Joseph’s point of view and Luke from Mary’s 
is simply not supportable. Such an explanation assumes that 
Mary would not recall the magi or the flight into Egypt and 
Joseph would not recall the shepherds, the stable, or the 
journey to Bethlehem to be enrolled. 

The first major interpretive task of scholarship, therefore, 
is to separate the birth narratives of Matthew and Luke. This 
will enable the reader to grasp the purpose each Gospel writ- 
er had in including the birth account and then to see how 
each part of the birth story serves that larger purpose. The 
birth narratives then become miniature introductions of larg- 
er themes that will be developed in the later chapters for both 
Matthew and Luke. They also serve to reveal the Matthean 
and Lucan understanding of the adult Jesus in unique ways. 
The birth stories address the issue of the origins of the one 
whom the disciples have come to believe is Messiah and 
Savior. 

To enter this study, the common material just needs to 
be identified. In both Matthew and Luke the parents of Jesus 
are named Joseph and Mary, and they are betrothed but have 
not yet begun to live in married sexual union (Matt. 1:18; 
Luke 1:27, 34). In both, Joseph is of Davidic descent (Matt. 
1:16, 20; Luke 1:27, 32; 2:4). Though the details differ graph- 
ically, both contain an angelic announcement about the child 
who is coming (Matt. 1:20-23; Luke 1:30-35). Both assert 
that the conception of this child is not through sexual inter- 
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course with Mary’s husband (Matt. 1:20, 23, 25; Luke 1:34) 
but rather is accomplished by an action that in some way 
involves God's Spirit (Matt. 1:18, 20; Luke 1:35). Although 
directed to a different person in each, an angelic decree that 
the child’s name is to be Jesus is found in both Gospels (Matt. 
1:21; Luke 1:31). There is in both an angelic statement that 
Jesus is to be savior (Matt. 1:21; Luke 2:11). Both agree that 
the birth of Jesus occurs after his parents have come to live 
together (Matt. 1:24-25; Luke 2:5-6) and that the birth of 
Jesus is related chronologically to the reign of Herod the 
Great (Matt. 2:1; Luke 1:5). Finally, both concur that Jesus 
spent his youth in Nazareth (Matt. 2:33; Luke 2:51). That may 
seem like substantial agreement, perhaps enough to postu- 
late a factual tradition that lies behind both. However, the 
list of different and even contradictory items that separate 
the two traditions is even longer and more impressive.° 

The genealogies included in each of the two Gospels are 
not only different, they are incompatible. Luke begins with 
Adam (Luke 3:38); Matthew begins with Abraham (Matt. 
1:2). Matthew traces the lineage through the royal line of the 
house of David (Matt. 1:6ff); Luke goes from David to Na- 
than (Luke 3:31), not Solomon, and ignores the royal line. 
Luke has for Jesus’ grandfather a man named Eli (Luke 
3:23); Matthew asserts that Jesus’ grandfather was Jacob 
(Matt. 1:16). Eusebius of Caesarea, a fourth-century Chris- 
tian historian, went to great lengths to reconcile these two 
grandfathers into one person, but his argument was as un- 
convincing as it was ingenious. He suggested that Jacob and 
Eli were brothers and that one died without a male heir, so 
the brother took the widow into his home and produced by 
her a male child who was thought of as both his son and his 
brother’s son, thereby accounting for the discrepancy in the 
biblical story.° No one today defends Eusebius'’s thesis. 
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Following the genealogies, the contradictions multiply. 
Luke alone relates the Zechariah—Elizabeth-John the Baptist 
birth story (Luke 1:5-25). Luke uses a census to bring Mary 
and Joseph to Bethlehem (Luke 2:1, 2), while Matthew as- 
sumes that they live in Bethlehem in a specific and known 
house over which a star can stop (Matt. 2:11). Matthew 
seems to know nothing about a stable, an angelic chorus, 
and wandering hillside shepherds; Luke knows nothing of a 
star in the east, exotic magi who come bringing gifts, and a 
malevolent King Herod who orders the slaughter of male 
babies in Bethlehem. Luke’s Christmas story is filled with 
poetry that we still today sing as canticles in church—the 
Benedictus, the Magnificat, the Nunc Dimittis, and the seeds 
of the Gloria in Excelsis—none of which was known by 
Matthew. Matthew, on the other hand, seemed to collect 
proof texts out of the Hebrew Scriptures to buttress his ac- 
count of Jesus’ birth, a technique and style that Luke seldom 
employed. 

Matthew alone contains the flight into Egypt story, and, 
because he assumed that Bethlehem was home for the holy 
family, he told a story to account for the move into Nazareth 
of Galilee (Matt. 2:21-23). While Matthew was relating this 
travelogue, Luke had the holy family perform in a calm and 
unthreatened way the ritual acts of circumcision on the 
eighth day in Bethlehem and presentation in the temple on 
the fortieth day in Jerusalem (Luke 2:21ff)—rather impossible 
if you have fled to Egypt. Luke made the return to Nazareth 
rather leisurely, for it was Luke’s assumption that Nazareth 
was the home of Joseph and Mary (Luke 2:39—40). Joseph 
dominates Matthew’s story, while Mary dominates Luke’s 
story. 

Two narrators of the same historic moment might create 
variations in detail, but they would never produce diametri- 
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cally different and even contradictory versions of the events 
surrounding the same birth. The minimum conclusion is that 
both versions cannot be historically accurate. The maximum 
conclusion is that neither version is historic. This latter con- 
clusion is the overwhelming consensus of biblical scholars 
today. Indeed, it is an almost uncontested conclusion, and to 
that conclusion I subscribe. 

To buttress this conclusion I enter that exciting and re- 
vealing period of history between the death of our Lord and 
the first written records. There I look for hints, clues, fears, 
threats, myths, legends, assumptions, worldviews that will 
illumine the process that will finally produce a full-blown 
written explanation of the origins of Jesus. To explore this 
terrain is almost as exciting as trying to solve a Sherlock 
Holmes mystery. 

The birth of Christianity was an Easter event, not a 
Christmas event. Christianity was born in an Easter moment. 
Prior to whatever Easter was, there was no talk of Jesus’ 
divinity, of incarnational concepts, or of trinitarian formulas. 
Jesus was a Jew who, after his death, was in some way be- 
lieved to have been included in the very life of God. The 
mythological way of saying that was called the exaltation. 
God had exalted Jesus to God’s right hand. It was this un- 
derstanding of Jesus that produced the story of the exalta- 
tion. The ecstatic cry “Jesus is Lord,” elicited by the experi- 
ence of Easter, became the first creed of the Christian church. 
If one accepts the primacy of the Q material as the first writ- 
ten part of the Gospel tradition, it seems clear that the exal- 
tation of the Jewish Jesus was the original meaning of Easter 
rather than the later explanation that came to be called res- 
urrection. Edward Schillebeeckx, a Dutch Roman Catholic 
New Testament scholar, makes this point quite clear in his 
book Jesus.’ 
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Also supporting the primacy of exaltation as the original 
explanation of Easter are the words of praise found in Philip- 
pians about the self-emptying God, which many scholars be- 
lieve to be an earlier Christian hymn that Paul incorporated 
into his text rather than one he created. That hymn offers 
corroborating evidence to the earliest kerygma, for the only 
concept of resurrection it mentions is exaltation: “and being 
found in human form, he humbled himself and became obe- 
dient unto death, even death on a cross. Therefore, God has 
highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is 
above every name.” Note first that God is the source of the 
action, not Jesus. The second thing to note is that no refer- 
ence is made at all to resurrection as we have come to think 
of it. The movement is from death to exaltation into heaven. 
The righteous Jewish Jesus, who had been put to death by 
the authorities, had been vindicated by God, who exalted 
Jesus to the place of honor at God’s right hand. The royal 
image is operative. This adoption of Jesus and all that he 
meant into God was the first and original form in which 
divine sonship for Jesus was claimed by Christian people. 
This is primitive Christianity. 

Adoption is an interesting word. Usually it is associated 
with infancy, not adulthood. The implication of God’s adop- 
tion is that Jesus becomes God’s Son when the adoption, or 
exaltation, occurred. The divine sonship claim for Jesus ap- 
pears Originally to have been tied to Easter as the moment of 
exaltation rather than to Jesus’ birth, and certainly not to his 
conception. 

When Paul used the word resurrection, he was referring 
to God’s action in claiming the meaning of Jesus’ life to be 
the meaning of God. Resurrection for Paul was never a re- 
turn to life here and now. Paul's message was that Easter 
meant the moment when Jesus was designated Son of God 
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in power according to the Spirit. For Paul the Spirit made 
Jesus God’s Son, and that occurred not at conception but at 
Easter (Rom. 1:4). 

In a sermon attributed to Paul and recorded in Acts 13, 
which may also reflect an earlier tradition, the resurrection 
was again described in symbolic terms as the moment of 
Jesus’ enthronement at God's right hand. The Davidic coro- 
nation psalm was applied to this resurrection/ascension 
event. But the words were the words of a birth: “Thou art 
my Son, this day I have begotten thee” (Acts 13:33). The 
same theological order was preserved in a sermon attributed 
to Peter and recorded in the fifth chapter of Acts. “The God 
of our fathers raised Jesus,” Peter said, “whom you killed by 
hanging him on a tree. God exalted him at [God’s] right hand 
as Leader and Savior” (Acts 5:30-31). Note once more the 
movement is from death to God's raising, which was defined 
primarily as exaltation into heaven rather than resurrection 
into life. 

In the original exaltation language of Easter, God was 
the active power and Jesus was the passive recipient of that 
power. God raised the crucified Jesus to the heavenly place. 
“God raised Jesus from the dead” was originally the lan- 
guage of exaltation, not of resurrection. The raising of Jesus 
was a demonstration of God’s power, not of Jesus’ power. 
The passive tense is clearly original. God raised him up. This 
means that resurrection/ascension was at the beginning a 
single event in which the essence is better captured by the 
word exaltation. This understanding constituted the first layer 
of the rational process of theological thinking about Jesus the 
Christ. It was already one step removed from the vividness 
of what might be called the Easter experience of the Christ. 

As the exaltation story was told and retold, however, the 
action of God raising Jesus began to be expressed in the ac- 
tive terms of Jesus himself rising from the grave. Then, al- 
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most inevitably, exaltation had to be divided into two events. 
Jesus rising from the dead in an active sense became the 
resurrection, and God exalting Jesus into heaven in a passive 
sense became the ascension. What was once a single procla- 
mation became in time two distinct narratives. We are now 
two steps removed from the primary Christian experience. 
As the resurrection was seen more and more as the expres- 
sion of Jesus’ power to rise from the dead, its content was 
increasingly told in terms of Jesus’ return to life rather than 
in terms of the exaltation of Jesus into heaven. Only at that 
stage of development do we begin to see the formation of 
the Easter narratives that focus on both the emptiness of the 
tomb and the appearances of the resurrected Jesus. Also, 
only at this point does the claim of physical, bodily resurrec- 
tion enter the Christian narrative. This tendency in turn 
forced the creation of a new content into the story of Jesus 
to account for the exaltation into heaven. So only then do we 
begin to hear accounts of a cosmic ascension. The unnatural 
division of exaltation into the components of resurrection 
and ascension meant that the Gospel writers would have to 
relate the two now-distinct events to each other. We are at 
this point three steps removed from the primary experience. 

That manner of relating the narratives in fact happened 
in two ways. In Mark, Matthew, and John, Easter is primarily 
both resurrection and exaltation. Mark has no resurrection 
appearance accounts at all, but the clear implication is that it 
will be the exalted Lord appearing from heaven that the dis- 
ciples will meet in Galilee (Mark 16:7). The only account of 
an appearance of the risen Lord to the disciples in Matthew 
is set on the top of a Galilean mountain, where the exalted 
Lord came to them out of heaven to give the divine commis- 
sion (Matt. 28:16-20). In the fourth Gospel the first appear- 
ance of the risen Lord was to Mary Magdelene, and Jesus 
forbade her to touch him, “for I have not yet ascended to my 
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father. But go tell my disciples that | am ascending” (John 
20:17). Then later that day it was clearly the ascended exalted 
Lord who appeared to the disciples and breathed on them so 
that they received the Holy Spirit (John 20:19-23). In this 
manner the Gospels give further evidence that the original 
meaning of Easter was understood in terms of the essence of 
Jesus’ life being incorporated into the very being of God. 
This was described as God’s action exalting Jesus to God's 
right hand. That is what made Jesus “Lord” and conveyed to 
the disciples the conviction that Jesus was not only alive 
again but eternally available to them. 

Luke, however, followed a different scheme. Luke sepa- 
rated the resurrection narrative from the ascension narrative 
by a period of forty days (Luke 24, Acts 1). Luke also used 
the ascension narrative both to climax or close off the resur- 
rection appearances and to prepare the church for the com- 
ing of God’s Holy Spirit at Pentecost, which was a third 
distinct part of Luke’s exaltation narrative (Luke 24:50ff; Acts 
2). It seems apparent to the world of biblical scholarship that 
Luke made linear and narrative what had originally been 
instantaneous and a matter of proclamation. 

God had embraced Jesus into the very essence of divin- 
ity, to stand at God’s right hand. The action of God had 
vindicated the servant figure and affirmed Jesus’ life of love 
and self-giving. Jesus was therefore God's Son, begotten in a 
heavenly exaltation that was revealed in the experience of 
Easter and perceived in the hearts of the believers. That ap- 
pears to be the original resurrection proclamation under- 
neath the layers of later developed theology and apologia. 

Mark, the earliest Gospel, was written thirty-five to forty 
years after the Easter moment. By the time Mark wrote, 
much movement had occurred. First, the divine sonship of 
Jesus, which was hidden from the disciples until the resur- 
rection, was nonetheless announced to the reader in the first 
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verse—"’The gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God” (Mark 
1:1). The supernatural demonic forces were also aware of the 
true identity of Jesus throughout Mark’s story (e.g., 1:24). 
Second, what the disciples understood at Easter had in fact 
been conveyed directly to Jesus at the beginning of his min- 
istry. Jesus was declared to be God’s Son by the Spirit for 
Mark, not at the moment of exaltation following his death, 
as it had been for Paul, but at the moment of baptism, which 
inaugurated his ministry (Mark 1:11). Jesus’ adoption into 
God had thus begun a journey backward in time. When 
Mark wrote, that journey had stopped at a way station in the 
event of the baptism. 

Many of the original elements of the exaltation narrative 
were simply transferred by Mark from Easter to the baptism 
story. Instead of exaltation into heaven, the heavens now 
opened not to receive Jesus but to allow heavenly power 
to descend upon the person of Jesus (Mark 1:10). The Holy 
Spirit, who in Paul's Letter to the Romans designated Jesus 
as God's Son at the resurrection (1:4), Mark now identified 
as the power that designated Jesus as God’s Son at the bap- 
tism. God's election of Jesus as God’s Son by the Holy Spirit 
had, by the seventieth year of the common era, moved from 
exaltation into heaven to resurrection into life first and, sec- 
ondly, now to baptism. As dramatic as that transition was, it 
would nonetheless not be the final chapter in this expanding 
faith story. 

In human experience a father and mother do not wait 
until the inauguration of a public adult career to acknowl- 
edge the child as their own. It is more appropriate and nat- 
ural to talk of a begotten son at birth than it is at death, or 
even at baptism. So the elements of divine sonship, the pres- 
ence of the Holy Spirit, and even the angelic messengers 
continued to move from the exaltation into heaven to resur- 
rection into life to the baptism, until finally they came to be 
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associated with birth and conception. Adoption into God 
faded as an adequate description of the God-Jesus relation- 
ship, and a deeper interpretation of the divine beginning at 
the origin of human life appeared. The stage was thus set 
for birth narratives to emerge and for accounts of Jesus’ 
divine conception to begin to circulate. And so they did. 
It was, by this time, at least the ninth decade of the com- 
mon era. 

There were many models for such narratives. In many 
other religious traditions of the world, the concept of a virgin 
birth to explain the divine origin of heroic figures was com- 
monplace. 

Gautama Buddha, the ninth Avatar of India, was said to 
have been born of the virgin Maya about 600 B.c.£. The Holy 
Ghost was also portrayed as descending upon her. 

Horus, a god of Egypt, was born of the virgin Isis, it was 
said, around 1550 B.c.£. Horus also received gifts from three 
kings in his infancy. 

Attis was born of a virgin mother named Nama in Phryg- 
ia, before 200 B.c.£. 

Quirrnus, a Roman savior, was born of a virgin in the 
sixth century B.c.£. His death, it was said, was accompanied 
by universal darkness. 

Indra was born of a virgin in Tibet in the eighth century 
B.C.E. He also was said to have ascended into heaven. 

Adonis, a Babylonian deity, was said to have been born 
of a virgin mother named Ishtar, who was later to be hailed 
as queen of heaven. 

Mithra, a Persian deity, was also said to have been born 
of a virgin around 600 B.c.E. 

Zoroaster likewise made his earthly appearance courtesy 
of a virgin mother. 

Krishna, the eighth Avatar of the Hindu pantheon, was 
born of the virgin Devaki around 1200 B.c.E. 
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In popular Greek and Roman mythology Perseus and 
Romulus were divinely fathered. In Egyptian and classical 
history such stories grew up around the pharaohs, Alex- 
ander the Great, and Caesar Augustus. Even a philosopher 
like Plato was ultimately explained in terms of a divine ori- 
gin. These stories would not be unknown to the early Chris- 
tians, especially after Christianity left the womb of Judaism, 
which it did increasingly after the destruction of Jerusalem 
by the Romans in 70 c.£. Of the Gospels, only Mark seems 
to have been written prior to that destruction. The virgin 
birth tradition in Christianity did not achieve written form 
until sometime during the ninth or tenth decades of Chris- 
tian history and then only in the accounts of two evangelists, 
Matthew and Luke, both of whom were self-consciously ad- 
dressing the expanding gentile presence in the church. 

There is a possibility that Philo, a Greek-speaking, and 
in many ways a Greek-thinking, Jewish philosopher who 
wrote between 45 to 50 c.z., could have had some of his 
writings interpreted by early Christians in terms of a virginal 
conception. Philo used allegory to demonstrate that the pa- 
triarchs were begotten through the instrumentality of God. 
“Rebekkah, who is perseverance,” he wrote, “became preg- 
nant from God.’”? Paul might have had this in mind when he 
made a distinction between the two sons of Abraham: Ish- 
mael, who was born according to the flesh, and Isaac, who 
was born according to the promise of the Spirit (Gal. 4:21ff). 
However, there is no reason to think that being born “ac- 
cording to the Spirit” for Paul precluded physical intercourse 
as the means of Isaac’s conception. Indeed, originally the 
idea that the conception of Mary was of the Spirit did not 
appear to preclude a natural pregnancy—perhaps unusual, 
but not unnatural. 

Miraculous births through various means, though not 
without known paternity, are not uncommon in the Hebrew 
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Scriptures. Ishmael, Isaac, Samson, and Samuel come im- 
mediately to mind. In each of these instances there is a birth 
annunciation that follows a regular pattern. First, the ap- 
pearance of the angel occurs; second, the fear of the recipient 
is expressed; third, the divine message is given; fourth, the 
human objection is offered; and finally, a sign is given de- 
signed to overcome the objection.'° Within this general frame- 
work the biblical narratives of all special births have been 
related. In the case of Ishmael, the angelic figure came after 
the pregnancy, when Hagar was fleeing from a jealous Sarah 
(Gen. 16:1-15). In Isaac's case, the barrier to be overcome was 
the age of his parents, both of whom were in their nineties 
(Gen. 18:9ff and Gen. 21:1ff). As the Book of Genesis says, 
“It had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women” 
(Gen. 18:11). In the cases of Samson and Samuel, the poten- 
tial mother was barren (Judg. 13:3; 1 Sam. 1:2). In each of 
the episodes the child, in his adult life, had a particular des- 
tiny to be a saving figure in history, and this adult vocation 
inspired the tales of his origin. 

If these relatively minor biblical figures could be impor- 
tant enough to inspire birth traditions, then surely the one 
thought of as God's “only begotten Son” could do no less. 
The designation of Jesus as God’s Son had an almost inevi- 
table backward trek in the understanding of the members of 
the Christian community as they groped to explain their ex- 
perience with this special life. The earliest Christian tradition 
appears to have connected the affirmation of Jesus as the Son 
of God to the adoption of Jesus into heaven by God in the 
resurrection/exaltation event. Mark announced it to his read- 
ers in the first sentence of his Gospel (Mark 1:1), but the first 
contemporary figure in Mark’s story to utter this confession 
was the centurion who watched Jesus die, who said, “Truly 
this man was the Son of God” (Mark 15:39). But for Mark, 
designation of Jesus as “son” had actually occurred at the 
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baptism, when the Spirit descended. As time passed, how- 
ever, the angels of the resurrection tradition were found 
present at the announcement of the impending conception, 
and the Holy Spirit who proclaimed Jesus to be God’s Son in 
power at the resurrection and God’s Son in promise at the 
baptism became the agent for assuring that Jesus was God’s 
Son from conception. 

Is there any possibility that the narratives of our Lord’s 
birth are historical? Of course not. Even to raise that question 
is to betray an ignorance about birth narratives. Origin tales 
are commentaries on adult meaning. No one waits in a home 
or a maternity ward for a great person to be born. Royal heirs 
to ancient thrones might have had their births attended by 
the people of the realm, but only because they were symbolic 
of the continuity of the nation. 

Jesus was not such an heir to a royal line, despite Mat- 
thew’s attempt to portray him as the Davidic pretender. Jesus 
grew up in poverty. The people of Nazareth rejected him. 
The religious leaders of his nation had him executed. This is 
not a portrait of royalty. Birth narratives grow up around a 
person in history only when that adult life becomes signifi- 
cant to the people by whom he or she was produced, or to 
the world at large. Birth narratives suggest that the moment 
an important adult was born was an important moment for 
all human history. Then as the birth narrative grows, the 
future importance of that life is signaled by the words that 
are spoken or the heavenly signs that marked the birth or 
the miraculous events that made that particular birth possi- 
ble. Such interpretive legendary details have gathered around 
the births of historically famous people, but in almost all 
cases not until well after their deaths. Birth narratives are five 
or six steps removed from the original revelatory moment. 

What this means is that the birth narratives of Matthew 
and Luke finally said nothing factual about the birth of Jesus, 
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but they did say everything necessary about the adult power 
of the one whose birth was being described. Matthew and 
Luke each built a narrative to tell the story of Jesus’ origin. 
They built it out of the material available to them. They re- 
lated their accounts of Jesus’ birth in a way that was consis- 
tent with their intention in telling the Jesus story in the first 
place. Attempts to reconcile or to harmonize the differences 
between Matthew and Luke are based on the false premise 
that some historical, factual truth lies behind these birth nar- 
ratives. Since this does not appear to be so, such efforts at 
harmony will be an exercise in futility. Both nativity stories 
are powerful and important and worthy of our best scholar- 
ship. Both are filled with interpretive clues and insights into 
the nature of this Jesus whose birth changed the face of hu- 
man history in a way that no other life has ever done. 

So we turn first to the birth narrative of Matthew and 
then to Luke. We will examine them in detail, explore their 
hidden treasures, love them, meditate upon them, hear the 
gospel through them, and in the process, free ourselves from 
the killing literalism of the past that has distorted these nar- 
ratives and has hidden from our eyes their wonder, their 
beauty, and their profundity. Beyond these narratives our 
focus remains on the one who inspired them, who still holds 
a magnetic attraction for us, drawing us day after day into 
mystery, awe, worship, and adoration. 
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6 


Matthew's Story, Part I 


For the author of Matthew’s Gospel, Immanuel had ap- 
peared. He wrote to proclaim his conviction that in Jesus of 
Nazareth God had been experienced living in human history. 
This concept was expressed as a promise in the Gospel’s 
opening verses when the angel said to Joseph, “His name 
shall be called Immanuel, which means ‘God with us’” 
(Matt. 1:23). When Matthew's story was complete, this idea 
had become a reality and was articulated by Jesus making 
the Immanuel claim for himself in the Gospel’s closing verse: 
“Lo, I am with you always, to the close of the age” (Matt. 
28:20). Within the parenthesis formed by these two phrases, 
Matthew’s story unfolded. 

The author of this Gospel, judging from internal sources, 
was in all probability a Jewish scribe who had become a 
Christian. He appears to have been schooled in a peculiarly 
Jewish method of studying the Scriptures. He poured over 
his sacred Jewish text to find clues, hints, and foreshadow- 
ings. His style was that of Haggadic midrash. This was es- 
pecially evident in those elements of his story where fac- 
tual details of Jesus’ life were shadowy. This author neither 
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suggested nor believed that everything he wrote was factual. 
His desire was to illumine the presence of the God he met in 
Jesus, to proclaim how this Jesus had fulfilled the yearnings 
of the ages, how Jewish hopes, traditions, expectations, and 
even folklore had found completion in this human life that 
he had come to acknowledge as Immanuel, Lord, and Christ. 

When this Gospel was written, the author could not con- 
sult the archives of newspapers or the videotapes of a tele- 
vision network. He could not even peruse a Jewish history 
of the times. The only objective data available to him was the 
impact of the life of this Jesus. That impact was so significant 
that the story of his life had been told and retold from life to 
life, from heart to heart, from faith to faith. 

By the time Matthew wrote, at least fifty years had 
passed since Jesus’ earthly life was concluded. Perhaps as 
many as eighty-five years had passed since his birth. Modern 
readers of Matthew’s narrative must realize that his work is 
not history or biography, it is a proclamation of a living faith. 
It cannot be read as literal history without turning its truth 
into either nonsense or fantasy. 

Since the physical life of this historical figure had come 
to an end, some difficult events of history had also occurred. 
A Jewish revolution had taken place against Rome and its 
political domination of their nation. It was a revolution based 
more on Jewish emotion than on the reality of Jewish power 
and was therefore crushed by the Roman legions. The city of 
Jerusalem was destroyed. The temple was razed, leaving only 
one wall remaining, which became the “wailing wall,” and 
the Jewish nation ceased to exist. 

With the destruction of the Jewish nation came also the 
destruction of that Jewish center of this Jesus movement. The 
presence of Jewish people in the Christian movement was 
greatly weakened, and the Christian church’s Jewish ties 
were loosened. Gentiles began to outnumber Jews among 


62 


those called “the followers of the way.” For the young Chris- 
tian community, this was a time of great upheaval and anxi- 
ety. 

So it was that sometime in the early to middle years of 
the ninth decade of the common era, perhaps ten to fifteen 
years after the fall of Jerusalem, a Jewish member of the 
Christian community, probably in Syria, took upon himself 
the task of writing a story of Jesus. At least one other Gospel, 
known as kata Markon (according to Mark), had already been 
written, but Mark was simply not adequate to meet the needs 
that this anonymous person felt. This author felt that Mark 
was not so much wrong as in need of expansion and perhaps 
a different emphasis. From time to time he did change and 
correct Mark, but he was more eager simply to add things to 
that first Gospel. He did it well, for the common wisdom in 
the first few centuries of Christian history was that what we 
now call Matthew was the original and most trustworthy 
Gospel and that Mark was simply a condensed account—a 
kind of Reader's Digest version of Matthew. This point of view, 
though all but abandoned by scholars today, accounted for 
the fact that Matthew was placed first in the canon of the 
New Testament that was adopted by the church in the sec- 
ond century. 

About this author we have almost no personal informa- 
tion. The connection with the tax collecting disciple, called 
Levi Matthew, is a later and totally unsubstantiated assump- 
tion. Nothing about the Gospel suggests that the author was 
an eyewitness to the events he was describing. From internal 
sources we know that although he was Jewish, his primary 
language was Greek. We can presume that he was, in all 
probability, a Jew of the dispersion. He had certainly been 
shaped by the heritage of his Jewish worship tradition. He 
had an enormous respect for the Jewish law, for only in this 
Gospel is Jesus heard to say, “Think not that I have come to 
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abolish the law and the prophets; I have come not to abolish 
them but to fulfill them. For truly I say to you, till heaven 
and earth pass away not an iota, not a dot, will pass from 
the law until all is accomplished” (Matt. 5:17, 18). 

He reflected a deep respect for the authority of the 
scribes and Pharisees. It is Matthew’s Jesus alone who re- 
minded the crowds that “the scribes and Pharisees sit on 
Moses’ seat; so practice and observe whatever they tell you” 
(Matt. 23:2). His fiercest hostility was directed toward those 
Jewish religious leaders who had opposed Jesus. They were, 
in Matthew's words, “hypocrites who shut the kingdom of 
heaven against people” (Matt. 23:13) and “whitewashed 
tombs, who obey the letter of the law while ignoring the 
spirit” (Matt. 23:27). These internal notes make sense only if 
we assume that the author of Matthew’s Gospel was a scribe 
of the pharisaic party who had come to believe in Jesus. 
Raymond Brown has even suggested that when the author of 
this Gospel in chapter 13 praised the scribe, “who has been 
trained for the kingdom of heaven, who is like a householder 
who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old” 
(Matt. 13:52), he had in fact inserted an autobiographical 
note into his story.! 

The presumed date of this Gospel is attached to those 
events that took place in Jerusalem after its destruction by 
the Roman army. With freedom gone, with Jerusalem and 
the temple destroyed, the Jewish people tended more and 
more to seek solace and security in the law, the Torah, which 
was for them the only part of their religious heritage that 
remained. To keep the law became for them the only way 
they could remember their identity in this period of radical 
upheaval. 

So it was that the Jewish people, led by their religious 
leaders, began to wrap protective layers of literal authority 
around the Jewish law. This led directly to the feeling that 
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those members of the Jewish community who had found 
truth and meaning in the one they believed to be the Jewish 
Messiah posed a particular threat to Jewish survival. This 
Jesus had been more concerned about the inner meaning of 
the Torah than about the external laws. He had challenged 
the legalistic tradition among the Jews. His movement had 
destabilized the authority of the literal Scriptures, which had 
been a tolerable tension prior to the loss of their holy city, 
their nation, and their temple. Now, however, that tension 
threatened the sacredness and security of the law, and that 
was all the Jewish faithful had left to which they might cling. 
As the trauma of their external history forced the Jewish tra- 
ditionalists to turn inward, they became increasingly defen- 
sive and rigid. They felt acutely the threat brought by those 
members of their household of faith who did not give to the 
law and to the traditions of the past the undeviating loyalty 
that in the orthodox Jewish minds these things deserved. 
The mood grew tense and even angry. Finally these feelings 
erupted, and the presence of Jewish Christians inside the 
structures of Judaism came to be regarded by the Jews as an 
abomination, a cancer that had to be removed. 

By the year 85 this attitude became public and official 
when a well-known part of the liturgy of the synagogue was 
reformulated to include a curse on heretics. This curse was 
obviously and primarily aimed at those Jews who believed in 
Jesus as the Messiah, and it resulted finally in those Jewish 
Christians being expelled from the synagogues. This action 
cut the primary connection that had endured between Juda- 
ism and Jewish Christians, which in turn resulted in making 
these Jewish leaders the chief target of the hostility of the 
now-excommunicated Jewish Christians. 

The author of Matthew’s Gospel appears to have been a 
member of a group of these excommunicated Jewish Chris- 
tians. He was a Jewish member of a Christian community 
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that included both Jews and Gentiles. He saw the Jewish 
presence in the Christian church to be declining and the gen- 
tile presence to be increasing. He wanted that emerging gen- 
tile majority not to forget the Jewish origins of their faith 
story. He also wanted his Jewish brothers and sisters to es- 
cape their narrow understanding of things Jewish that had 
so violated him and to embrace all that Jesus meant for this 
writer. Jesus was everything the Jewish tradition expected 
him to be, and at the same time he was a call beyond that 
tradition into the inclusiveness of universalism. It was Mat- 
thew’s goal to say just that in writing in a powerful way. It 
was an ambitious and worthy task, which helps to explain 
why Mark’s Gospel was simply not considered adequate for 
his purposes. It also helps to establish the author’s angle of 
vision that in turn illumines what he had to say and why he 
said it in the way he did. 

The Jesus that Matthew’s Gospel portrayed was every 
inch the son of David, the fulfillment of Jewish messianic 
expectations. But he was also the son of Abraham through 
whom all of the nations of the world were to be blessed. 
Finally, and above all for this writer, Jesus was the very Son 
of God in whom Jew and Greek could find oneness.? With a 
delicate hand and an educated pen, Matthew wove these 
unifying themes throughout the paragraphs of his story. He 
used his midrash training to re-create the drama of exodus 
and exile. He cast Jesus in the familiar terms of Abraham, 
Samson, Samuel, Balaam, Joseph, and Moses. Yet he broke 
open every binding Jewish prejudice to show that Israel's 
fulfillment was ultimately the world’s blessing. The Christ 
figure he portrayed was the Christ figure he needed to affirm 
the Jewish-Christian community, of which he was a part, at 
a time when those Jewish Christians had been expelled from 
the Jewish tradition. He wrote to enable Christians, both 
Jews and Gentiles, to recognize the primacy of Judaism even 
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as they were being led into the universal embrace of the 
emerging Christian church. 

This author, whom in deference to the tradition of the 
ages I will call Matthew, divided his work self-consciously 
into five books, each of which ended with the refrain “and 
when Jesus had finished these sayings” (Matt. 7:28; 11:1; 
13:53; 19:1; 26:1). This work was deliberately designed on the 
mold of the Torah to be the Christian Pentateuch.? 

To introduce those five books, he appended the birth nar- 
ratives, which, not coincidentally, were divided into five ep- 
isodes: the genealogy, the annunciation, the magi, the flight 
into Egypt to escape the massacre, and the return from 
Egypt. Each of these episodes centered around a biblical ci- 
tation of fulfillment. He closed his story with the passion 
narrative in which, again not surprisingly, there were five 
minichapters: the anointing of Jesus for burial at the home of 
Simon the Pharisee; the Maundy Thursday drama of the Last 
Supper; Gethsemane and the arrest; the trial and the cruci- 
fixion; and the resurrection. His Jewish-Christian audience 
would know and appreciate his symbols and his skill.4 

Turning to the narrow focus of the birth narratives of 
Matthew, we see the major themes of this Gospel writer at 
work. Jesus as the son of David was implicit in the genealogy 
and in the angelic revelation to Joseph, who was addressed 
as son of David. When Joseph, who was said to be a legiti- 
mate heir of David, accepted and named Jesus as his son, 
this theme reached its climax. Jesus was son of David.°® 

The son of Abraham message was seen in the visit of the 
magi, in the settlement of the holy family in Nazareth, in a 
province known as “Galilee of the Gentiles,” and it echoed 
in various other parts of the narrative. Matthew was con- 
cerned to justify, especially for his Jewish brothers and sis- 
ters, the large number of Gentiles entering his Christian 
community in particular and the whole Christian movement 
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in general. So he said, “Many will come from the east and 
the west and sit at table with Abraham in the kingdom of 
heaven” (Matt. 8:11). Matthew’s Jesus would also warn the 
Jews that “God is able from these stones to raise up children 
to Abraham” (Matt. 3:9). It was through Abraham that all 
nations would be blessed. Jesus was the son of Abraham. 

In the birth narrative Matthew took the biblical themes 
of son of David and son of Abraham and wove into them his 
third theme: Jesus was Immanuel. In him God was with us. 
Jesus was son of God. 

Chapter 1 of Matthew’s story opens with the genealogy 
of this Jesus. It is a genealogy neatly divided into three sec- 
tions, each of which includes fourteen generations. The first 
section is from Abraham to David. Here Matthew revealed 
the divine selection process. Isaac was chosen over Ishmael, 
Jacob over Esau, Judah over Reuben, and with Judah the 
house of David was selected, for David the Judean was the 
king who supplanted Saul the Benjaminite. 

The second section stretches from David to the exile, 
touching upon that watershed experience in Hebrew history. 
The final section carries us from the exile to Jesus, where 
it culminates, because for Matthew, in Jesus history had 
reached its final goal. 

The genealogy, however, reveals many weaknesses if we 
are looking for literal truth or historical accuracy. Matthew 
forced his fourteen-fourteen-fourteen generational pattern 
sometimes so obviously that questions have been raised even 
about his ability to count. Actually, the best estimates of 
scholars would suggest that between Abraham and David 
there was a span of some 750 years. Between David and the 
exile the span was some 400 years. Between the exile and 
Jesus some 600 years elapsed. All of these totals are far too 
great for the fourteen-generation pattern that Matthew 
adopted in his genealogy.* Beyond that, in his first section 
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of fourteen generations, Matthew presented only thirteen 
names. In his second section of fourteen generations, he left 
out four generations and six kings who actually ruled in Je- 
rusalem. That would seriously throw his pattern out of kil- 
ter. In his third section he once again named only thirteen 
generations. In Luke’s genealogy (chapter 3), between Abra- 
ham and Jesus there are fifty-six generations; Matthew has 
only forty-one. Surely inerrancy is a virtue ascribed to the 
Bible only by those who do not bother to read great sections 
of Holy Writ. 

One other fascinating item is buried in the genealogy. 
Matthew has inserted the names of five women, including 
Mary, who is identified as “the wife of Joseph of whom Jesus 
was born” (Matt. 1:16). It was, first of all, unusual in this 
day to mention women in any genealogy; but, beyond that, 
these particular women present a special problem. All of 
them were tainted by some sexual impropriety. 

In addition to Mary, the genealogy presents Tamar, who 
played the prostitute to seduce her father-in-law, Judah (Gen. 
38:1ff); Rahab, another prostitute, who assisted the spies in 
Jericho (Josh. 2:1ff); Ruth, the Moabite lady who, by sleeping 
in his bed while he was inebriated, forced Boaz to exercise 
his filial responsibility to marry her (Ruth 3:6ff); and Bath- 
sheba, who was identified in this genealogy not by name but 
as the wife of Uriah. David had violated this woman and 
arranged for Uriah’s death in battle after being smitten with 
her charms as he watched her bathing on the rooftop (2 Sam. 
11:2ff). The inclusion of these women in this genealogy has 
intrigued and frustrated interpreters through the ages.’ 

Jerome, one of the early church fathers, suggested that 
since all the women were sinners, they foreshadowed Jesus 
as the Savior of men. This bit of logic was typical of Jerome, 
who was never quite sure that women were fully human. 
The fact is, however, that in the Jewish piety of Jesus’ time 
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these women were highly esteemed and would not have been 
thought of as sinners by Matthew’s readers, so Jerome's ar- 
gument falters on other grounds. 

Luther appears to have been the first to suggest that all 
these women were foreigners and were included by Matthew 
to show that the Jewish Messiah was related by ancestry to 
the Gentiles. Tamar and Rahab were Canaanites, Ruth a 
Moabite, and Bathsheba presumably was a Hittite. That ar- 
gument may have some power, given Matthew's desire to 
uphold universalism. Mary, however, does not fit into this 
scheme. There is no hint anywhere that Mary was other than 
Jewish. One of the difficulties that renders this idea not fully 
supportable is that in Matthew’s day these women were re- 
garded by the Jewish tradition not as foreigners but as Jewish 
proselytes, and this status of proselyte was not the proposed 
status for the gentile Christians of Matthew’s audience. Lu- 
ther’s interpretation, while not without merit, nonetheless 
has serious weaknesses. 

More modern scholars, including Herman Hendrickx, 
have dared to see in the inclusion of these four women a 
foreshadowing of Mary’s compromised sexual status. Some- 
thing is highly irregular about the union of each with her 
sexual partner or husband. Indeed, to the definers of public 
morality, each would constitute something of a scandal. Yet 
each stood at a critical moment in the life of the covenant 
community, and by taking the action she took, each enabled 
the promise of God not to be thwarted. The line of the Christ 
came through the violation of Tamar, the prostitution of 
Rahab, the adultery of Bathsheba, and the grafting of Ruth’s 
half-Moabite son into the sacred history of the Jewish people. 
This part of the genealogy, therefore, is startling, seldom 
noted, seldom read, seldom preached on but provocatively 
included by Matthew as a prelude to his story of Mary, a 
woman pregnant before marriage by an unknown source 
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that resulted in her betrothed’s desire to put her away as 
“damaged goods.” These four women become examples to 
Matthew of how God could achieve the divine purpose de- 
spite the violation of moral norms. 

When one sees the impact of the midrash tradition on 
the birth narrative of Matthew, this conclusion receives ad- 
ditional strengthening. In the midrash these four women not 
only kept alive the royal line and therefore the messianic 
hope, but each was said to have done so by submission to 
the Holy Spirit. In the midrash the clue that linked these 
women to Mary in Matthew’s mind becomes clear and even 
obvious. Irregular sexual activity initiated by the action of 
the Spirit has, in the past, enabled the promise of Israel to 
move forward.’ Mary’s pregnancy, Matthew was admitting, 
also had about it a bit of scandal that cried out to be under- 
stood. To this intriguing note I shall return later. 

Jesus’ heritage had now been described through the ge- 
nealogy, Matthew’s major themes revolving around Abraham 
and David had been established therein, and the ground had 
been laid to develop the Son of God motif. Matthew then 
turned to telling the story of the birth of Jesus. It took place 
in this way, he asserted, as he proceeded with his account of 
the virginal conception. 

First, Jesus’ parents were introduced. Mary had been be- 
trothed to Joseph. Betrothal in Jewish society had the legal 
force of marriage and was quite often entered into at age 
twelve or thirteen, even before puberty. The inauguration of 
married life as husband and wife might not occur until sev- 
eral years later, perhaps after the onset of puberty. Marital 
relations in the betrothal period were not absolutely con- 
demned in Judea, but they tended to be condemned in 
Galilee. In Matthew’s narrative, Mary and Joseph lived in 
Bethlehem and were therefore under the less stringent Ju- 
dean code that would not have forbidden absolutely what 
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might be called betrothal visiting rights. However, the in- 
tense tone of scandal found in Matthew’s narrative fits far 
better the prohibitive Galilean tradition and constitutes an- 
other bit of data that casts doubt on the entire Bethlehem 
location for Jesus’ birth. 

Matthew did not actually suggest that the Holy Spirit 
was the father of the child or that the Holy Spirit supplied 
the male element necessary to conception. When Matthew 
wrote his Gospel, the Holy Spirit as a distinct person of the 
Trinity was simply inconceivable. Modern Christians supply 
that image to Matthew’s text when we read the Bible with 
eyes shaped by centuries of theological development. Some 
people so literalize these accounts that they have to postulate 
the somewhat absurd characteristics of an erection of the 
Spirit, or even spiritual sperm. It is even more complicated 
when one takes into account the fact that in Hebrew the 
Spirit is a feminine, not a masculine, word. One of the Gnos- 
tic Gospels attacked the literalized birth narratives from this 
perspective by questioning, “How can a woman give birth to 
a child by a woman?”?° 

The Spirit in early Christian thinking was an aspect of 
God, identified with life and breath."! The Spirit was the 
force by which God moved the prophet to speak. The Spirit 
was the animating principle of Jesus’ ministry. The Spirit was 
the empowering presence of God that came upon the disci- 
ples after Jesus’ death and caused them to exclaim that Jesus 
lived. The manner of begetting by the Spirit was creative, not 
sexual. The Spirit that hovered like a setting hen over the 
chaos at the dawn of creation to bring forth life now hovered 
over Mary to bring about in her the new creation. The Spirit 
of holiness that according to Paul declared Jesus to be God's 
Son in the resurrection, and which according to Mark adopt- 
ed Jesus as God's Son at the baptism, was now present to 
proclaim Jesus as God’s Son at conception. 
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Perhaps there was an early memory that supported the 
tradition that Jesus was born too soon after Mary and Joseph 
came together to live as husband and wife. Perhaps people 
did count the months and came up short. One tradition in 
Judaism suggested that blasphemers and religious disturbers 
have their origins examined, for the common wisdom held 
that illegitimate children tended to create religious problems 
in their adult lives. They reflected, it was thought, the spirit 
of the one who had violated the mother. Perhaps the stories 
of Jesus’ miraculous birth were designed to counter this crit- 
icism. Perhaps Jesus was illegitimate, perhaps he was even 
the child of a violated woman, and the early Christians sim- 
ply could not suppress this truth. Those who entertain this 
possibility argue that Matthew’s story of Joseph debating 
whether to divorce Mary quietly, in accordance with the pre- 
scriptions of the Torah in Deuteronomy (Deut. 22:23-27), 
could not have been created out of thin air. That Torah pas- 
sage suggested that “a woman betrothed who was raped in 
the country where no one could hear her cries_for help shall 
not be put to death.” She would, of course, be returned to 
her family as “damaged goods.” If that was done quietly, her 
disgrace would be minimal. This was Joseph’s plan until, as 
Matthew suggested, the angelic messenger in a dream in- 
formed Joseph that the child was holy, that the child was of 
the Holy Spirit. By placing the four sexually tainted women 
into his genealogy of Jesus, was Matthew preparing his read- 
ers for this possibility? Was he teaching them to listen to the 
suppressed clues until they could hear the Word underneath 
the words, a Word that dealt with reality symbolically? I sup- 
pose we can never know with certainty, but it makes a fas- 
cinating speculation, and it will come up again and again as 
we wander through the stories of Jesus’ origins. 

What we do know is that Matthew used this birth tradi- 
tion to develop the character of Joseph after the pattern of 


a2 


Joseph the saving patriarch of Israel, and to begin the pecu- 
liarly Matthean style of buttressing his account with expec- 
tations out of the Jewish Scriptures that find their fulfillment 
in Jesus. It was a typical approach of midrashic writing. Jo- 
seph was a “just man”; that is, a God-fearing righteous Jew. 
God spoke to this Joseph through dreams, just as God spoke 
through dreams to Joseph the favorite son of Israel/Jacob 
many hundreds of years before. 

In the Hebrew Scriptures “an angel of the Lord” was a 
way of describing God's visible presence among men and 
women. The angel addressed Joseph in the dream as son of 
David; and, after assuring Joseph that this child was con- 
ceived by the Holy Spirit, the angel further declared that the 
child was to be named Jesus, Yeshua, or Joshua, because this 
child would be the agent of God’s salvation. Joseph was to 
give the child this name because David's paternity, by way 
of Joseph, was to be transferred through legal, not biological, 
means. By naming the child, Joseph in the Hebrew custom 
was acknowledging him as his own, bestowing upon him all 
of the heritage of the Jewish father. Once again the hint of 
illegitimacy is heard. Indeed, it reverberates throughout this 
passage. 

Matthew then introduced his interpretive formula, “All 
this took place to fulfill what the Lord has spoken by the 
prophet,” citing Isaiah 7:14. The version of Isaiah 7:14 that 
Matthew quoted is not certain. He clearly was leaning on a 
Greek text rather than a Hebrew text, and yet the Septuagint 
was not his source. He deviated from the Septuagint in two 
interesting places: Matthew said the virgin “will be with 
child” (hexei) when the Septuagint said the virgin “will con- 
ceive” (lepsetai). Matthew said “they” (third person plural) 
will call his name Immanuel, while the Septuagint said 
“you” (second person singular) will call his name Immanuel. 
Both Matthew and the Septuagint differ from the Hebrew 
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text, which said “a young woman is with child and she [third 
person singular] will call his name Immanuel.”? 

Matthew, in this instance as in most of his use of Jewish 
scriptural sources, was surely shaped by the midrash tradi- 
tion. Later in Christian history it was assumed that the He- 
brew Scriptures used to interpret the Christ were in fact 
prophetic texts written years before the event to predict quite 
literal events in Jesus’ life. One television evangelist has stat- 
ed that he was convinced of Christianity’s truth by the “ful- 
filled prophecies” of the Old Testament.* Yet once one steps 
away from the midrash tradition and begins to examine these 
texts in the light of either their original history or the events 
to which the evangelists are applying them, they become less 
than edifying and, indeed, border on the absurd. 

This removal from and ignorance of the midrash tradi- 
tion became commonplace among the early church fathers of 
the second and third centuries. Not one of them was Jewish. 
They were not familiar with the midrash tradition. Yet in 
their polemics against the Jews, they wrenched Jewish Scrip- 
ture badly out of context and used the literalized text as a 
weapon. It was a strange and ironic twist of a fateful history 
to observe gentile Christians beating on Jews with the cudgel 
of the Jewish person’s own holy book. One Jewish scholar 
arose to protest this misuse of his sacred text. His name was 
Trypho, and no copies of his work remain intact. We know 
him only from the response of a Christian teacher named 
Justin, who wrote a piece called Dialogue with Trypho. Today 
this literalized view of the Old Testament “prophecies about 
Christ” has been obliterated by modern scholarship. Post- 
humously, Trypho has finally been declared the winner of 
the dialogue with Justin, a fact that must come as some sur- 
prise to this early Christian martyr. 

In some sense Matthew himself began the process of steer- 
ing the midrash tradition toward a literalized interpretation. 
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He probably could not have imagined just how far the next 
centuries’ Christian leadership would take this tendency. 
Perhaps the most flagrant illustration of this tendency in 
Matthew was his use of the “virgin” text of Isaiah (7:14) to 
undergird or to create his narrative of Jesus’ birth. Because 
the power of this misused text is still alive in the debates on 
doctrinal matters within the church today, it is worthy of a 
serious study and explanation. 

When one reads Isaiah 7:14 in the context of Isaiah’s his- 
tory, the first and most obvious fact that must be recorded is 
that Isaiah was not referring to the virginal conception of 
Jesus when he wrote this work. Isaiah was concerned with 
addressing God's challenge to Isaiah’s own day, not with pre- 
dicting the future course of events. Second, and far more 
damaging to the literalist’s view, it must be stated that the 
concept of virginity existed in this text only in the Greek 
translation of the Hebrew. Virginity was not present in the 
Hebrew original. In 1952 when the Revised Standard Version 
of the Bible was released, its translators rendered Isaiah 7:14 
correctly from the Hebrew text to read, “Behold a young 
woman shall conceive,” while they translated Matthew 1:23, 
“Behold a virgin shall conceive.” The translators were not 
being inconsistent, they were translating accurately the text 
in front of them—Hebrew in the original text of Isaiah, Greek 
in the original text of Matthew. The Hebrew word in Isaiah 
7:14 is ‘almah. It means “young woman”; she may or may not 
be married. The Hebrew word for virgin is betulah. It is a 
word used more than fifty times in the Hebrew Scriptures 
and is the only word used in those Scriptures for virgin. 
‘Almah appears nine other times in the Hebrew Scriptures 
and it never means virgin in any of those appearances. The 
translators of the Septuagint, however, translated ‘almah with 
the Greek word parthenos, which does mean “virgin.” The 
translators alone placed into this Isaian text the connotation 
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of virginity, and it was this nonoriginal connotation that Mat- 
thew made the keystone of his use of this text. 

Throughout the years, self-appointed defenders of the 
faith who came to include the virgin birth as a crucial article 
of that faith never examined either that element of this text 
or even the other context of this Isaian passage. Defending 
the dogma of the virgin birth, which came to be thought of 
as defending the divinity of Jesus and the doctrine of the 
Incarnation, forced all other considerations out of sight and 
consequently out of mind. 

The most cursory examination of the seventh chapter of 
Isaiah would, however, have rendered Matthew’s particular 
use of this text as nothing short of absurd. This is the story 
behind Isaiah’s words: 

It was the final three decades of the eighth century B.c.£. 
The armies of Assyria were on the move. King Ahaz was in 
Jerusalem on the throne of David. Pekah was the king of 
Israel reigning in Samaria, and Rezin was the king of Syria 
reigning in Damascus. Pekah and Rezin entered a mutual 
defense treaty in an attempt to stave off their common As- 
syrian foe. They recognized that the military odds were still 
overwhelmingly against them, so they sent emissaries to 
Ahaz in Judah asking him to join their mutual-defense pact. 
Ahaz, who assessed Assyria’s armed might far more accu- 
rately than his would-be allies, believed, however, that the 
best chance the kingdom of Judah had for survival Jay in 
accepting the status of a vassal state and paying tribute to 
Assyria. He refused to join Pekah' and Rezin. This refusal so 
angered the two leaders that they mobilized their forces to 
march on Jerusalem. It was their intention to defeat Judah, 
depose Ahaz, and place a more cooperative king on the 
throne in Jerusalem. A brushfire war broke out, and Ahaz 
retreated into fortress Jerusalem while Pekah and Rezin took 
up siege positions around the city. According to Isaiah, the 
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heart of Ahaz and the hearts of the people of Judah, behold- 
ing the armies of Israel and Syria around their city, “shook 
as the trees of the forest shake before the wind” (Isa. 7:2). 
Isaiah, who served as an unofficial adviser to the kings 
of Judah, went out to meet Ahaz. Isaiah took with him his 
own son, who bore the prophetic name Shear-yashub, which 
meant “a remnant will survive.” They met on the battlements 
near the city wall, and Isaiah urged Ahaz to “take heed, be 
quiet, and do not let your heart faint because of these two 
smoldering stumps of firebrands” (Isa. 7:4). It was hardly a 
flattering description of Pekah and Rezin. Ahaz, however, 
was not consoled. So the Lord, through Isaiah, agreed to give 
Ahaz a sign that he and his people would be spared if Ahaz 
would but request it. But Ahaz refused to ask for a sign (Isa. 
7:12). Perhaps he did not want to be too deeply in Isaiah’s 
debt, for if Isaiah could produce a sign from God, his power 
would be heightened and the power of the king would be 
diminished. Whereupon Isaiah, in obvious anger, said, 
“Hear this, O house of David! Is it too little for you to weary 
men [and women] that you weary my God also? Therefore 
{whether you like it or not is the implication] the Lord him- 
self will give you a sign. Behold, a young woman shall con- * 
ceive and bear a son and she shall call his name Immanuel” 
(Isa. 7:13-14). Here Matthew broke off his version of this 
text, and many Christians through the ages, convinced that 
this was a reference to Jesus, declined to read further. But 
Isaiah went on: “He shall eat curds and honey when he 
knows how to refuse the evil and choose the good” (Isa. 
7:15). Suddenly it does not sound much like Jesus. But that 
is not all, for Isaiah continued, “For before the child knows 
how to refuse the evil and choose the good [that is, before 
this child reaches the age of early decision making], the land 
before whose two kings you are in dread will be deserted” 
(Isa. 7:16). The siege would soon be lifted, Isaiah was stating, 
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and with many fearful metaphors he described the devasta- 
tion that would come with Assyrian hegemony (Isa. 7:18ff). 

As history worked itself out, Pekah and Rezin were both 
destroyed, and Ahaz’s decision to seek vassalage in exchange 
for life proved politically wise, for Israel was overrun by the 
Assyrian army. Its land was devastated, its people exiled, 
and the nation of Israe] became known as the lost tribes of 
history. Judah, however, was spared at least for a century, 
and although bound to the will of Assyria, it was allowed 
tiny remnants of independence. All of this happened rather 
quickly, in a space of only two or three years. It would be 
nonsensical to think that the birth of a child seven hundred 
years later could have somehow given hope to King Ahaz in 
that particular moment of crisis. Whatever else the Isaiah text 
meant, it had literally nothing to do with Jesus. 

The birth the prophet referred to was certainly that of a 
naturally conceived child to be born to a mother who was 
probably pregnant at that time and who was probably a 
member of the royal house of David. The birth of such a child 
would be a sign of the continuity of the people of Judah in 
this moment of crisis and would be, therefore, a sign of God's 
providential care. Most scholars today suggest that this text 
was a reference to the birth of Hezekiah, who was to rule 
over Judah in the line of royal succession. 

By the time Matthew wrote his Gospel, the idea of a 
miraculous virgin birth for Jesus of Nazareth was already 
circulating in the early church. It was not, as we have noted, 
an uncommon idea in the Mediterranean world. Matthew 
leaped upon this text to buttress that developing tradition. 
Matthew’s misuse of Isaiah 7:14 did not, in my opinion, cre- 
ate the virgin birth tradition, but it did color the expression 
of that belief and shape the details of that belief for later 
history. Matthew saw in this text scriptural support for both 
the Davidic and the divine aspect of Jesus’ identity. He gave 
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narrative form to the Pauline proclamation that Jesus was 
“the son of David, according to the flesh, and was declared 
Son of God by the Spirit of holiness” (Rom. 1:4). For Mat- 
thew it was not at the resurrection, as Paul had suggested, 
or at the baptism, as Mark had written, but at the conception 
that this designation became operative. 

In this dramatic story Matthew both claimed a divine 
origin for Jesus and countered those who were suggesting 
that Jesus was illegitimate. Those critics were thus informed 
that they were blaspheming against what God had spoken. 
Even worse, they were blaspheming against the Holy Spirit. 
Joseph begat him legally but not naturally, said Matthew, and 
they—a deliberate plural and a deliberate shift in the text he 
was quoting—they (both the Jew and the Gentile) will call 
him Immanuel. They will acknowledge him as Savior. 

The first word about Jesus in Matthew is Immanuel. God 
is with us. The last word of Jesus in Matthew is still Imman- 
uel, “Lo I am with you always.” The angel of the Lord who 
announced Jesus’ divine origin at birth would reappear at 
the tomb to announce that the presence of God made known 
in Jesus was eternally available in an eschatological way 
through the resurrection. The Spirit that conceived the Christ 
at the beginning would be the same Spirit that gave birth to 
the church, which is nothing except another body of Christ. 
Matthew’s story again and again closes the circle. 

One additional thing that needs to be noted is that this 
account of Joseph’s dream is Matthew’s version of the annun- 
ciation. The annunciation of Jesus’ birth was for Matthew an 
annunciation to the father, not to the mother, as it would be 
in Luke. Such annunciations to the male were not unknown. 
The angelic visitor that told of Isaac's birth gave the message 
to Abraham, not Sarah. Michael Goulder argues that Luke 
transfers the concept of an annunciation to a male in his 
narrative to the father of John the Baptist.'* Matthew's nar- 
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rative reveals, moreover, in at least a general form the steps 
in the classic biblical annunciation stories: the addressing of 
the person by name; the expression of fear; the divine mes- 
sage; the allusion to the difficulty; the promise of a sign given 
to overcome the objection. Because of the context designed 
to identify Joseph with the Joseph of Genesis, steps two, 
three, and four are merged.’ Herman Hendrickx also iden- 
tifies the pattern of this narrative as “a command-execution” 
pattern and points out a parallel in Matthew’s later narrative 
of Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem.? 

The angel appeared in a dream. The angel said to Joseph, 
“Do not fear.” The pregnancy and its meaning were revealed, 
and the child was named. Joseph awoke from his dream, 
took Mary as his wife, and waited for the child of promise 
to be born. Abraham's son and David’s son form the human 
side of Jesus, and the claim that Jesus was God’s Son consti- 
tuted the divine side in the dual nature of this child. The 
human and the divine are set side by side in early Christian 
preaching. “Whose son is he?” was the question constantly 
asked by the curious and the hostile. It was deliberately 
framed to imply scandal and to titillate the gossipers. To de- 
fend its Lord against these charges, the church framed its 
answer: He was Abraham’s son and David's son according to 
the flesh, and he was God's Son according to the spirit. The 
narrative of Jesus’ birth was thus created to give substance 
and detail to the church’s defense of Jesus’ origin. 

One other Isaian text was also employed in this apolo- 
getic. Isaiah wrote, “There shall come forth a shoot from the 
stump of Jesse, and a branch shall grow out of his roots. And 
the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wis- 
dom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the 
spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord” (Isa. 11:1, 2). 
Once again the line of the flesh was intersected by the line 
of the spirit. 
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Finally, we must acknowledge that in the typical biblical 
account of an annunciation, the usual obstacle to birth was 
sterility or age, not virginity. Matthew had taken a pre- 
Matthean virgin birth tradition and fitted it into the pattern 
of biblical annunciations. He had recorded a pre-Gospel an- 
gelic annunciation of the birth of the Davidic messiah, and 
now he moved to combine it with a popular narrative in 
which a story of Joseph and Jesus had been modeled on the 
adventures of the patriarch Joseph and the infant Moses. 
That follows in his next chapter. 

This author was indeed a scribe “who had been trained 
for the kingdom of heaven.” He was one “who brings out of 
his treasure what is new and what is old” (Matt. 13:52). 
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Matthew's Story, Part II 


A titillating genealogy and the story of a virgin with 
child constituted the opening part of Matthew's birth narra- 
tive. But that was to be just the beginning. Matthew pro- 
ceeded to weave together a story that focused on a star that 
appeared in the east and on magi who journeyed in search 
of the one whose birth that star had heralded. Into his ac- 
count he drew a wicked king (Herod), gifts of gold, frankin- 
cense, and myrrh, another magical dream, an escape into 
Egypt, and finally, at the proper time, a return not to Beth- 
lehem but to Nazareth. Each episode played its role in his 
larger story. 

Where did Matthew get these vivid images? The literal- 
ists of our day insist that this Gospel writer simply told the 
story as it happened. Their supposition is that these details 
were orally transmitted with exact accurateness by those es- 
pecially dedicated to the transmission of a precise tradition, 
until the time Matthew actually wrote down the story. Be- 
cause Joseph was the central player in this birth drama, there 
has even been the hint that Joseph was the original source of 
the data that appeared in Matthew’s story. 
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That explanation, however, is far too fanciful for a mod- 
ern person to embrace. Virgins who give birth without a 
male agent exist for us only in legends and fairy tales. Stars 
that wander through the sky are not admitted by our knowl- 
edge of astronomy and astrophysics. A nonpracticing semi- 
Jewish king who asked his scribes for a search of the Hebrew 
Scriptures to tell him where the promised Jewish messiah 
would be born is too self-contradictory to be believable. Fur- 
thermore, a king who took murderous action in a vain at- 
tempt to destroy a pretender to his throne who had been 
brought to this king’s attention by three foreign strangers on 
camels would be laughable if historically real. Yet here it is, 
opening the New Testament’s story of Jesus, and from the 
second century until the Enlightenment, this narrative was 
generally assumed to represent literal history and was even 
called the literal word of God! When literal truth is claimed 
for Scripture, this assertion guarantees a counterpoint reac- 
tion: if not literally true, then it must be false. By going into 
Matthew's source, I propose to offer another, and I suspect 
more original, alternative. 

The author of Matthew’s Gospel, I have suggested, was 
deeply shaped by the tradition of the Jewish midrash. This 
fact required that he also be quite familiar with the corpus of 
the Jewish Scriptures. He wrote as a Jewish Christian utiliz- 
ing the midrash tradition and interpreting Jesus by seeking 
to retell stories from that sacred Scripture which he believed 
presaged or pointed to this Christ. Since Matthew had no 
actual details of Jesus’ birth to work with, he created this 
birth tradition out of the whole cloth of the interplay between 
his imagination and the Hebrew Bible. This meant that in 
order for his narrative to be understood, Matthew was un- 
consciously dependent upon the religious knowledge and 
the religious memory of his audience. If the readers of his 
Gospel ever ceased to be part of the religious heritage of the 
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Hebrew people, or to have their religious memories shaped 
by that historic tradition, then misunderstanding and distor- 
tion would be inevitable. Without the background required 
to resonate with the story, literalization would occur, and 
this in turn would produce the rejection of the literalized 
story as patently absurd. 

When, in the early years of the second century of the 
Christian era, the church ceased to be primarily Jewish and 
began the process by which it first became gentile, then 
Greek, and finally Western, that is exactly what occurred. 
First, we did not understand, then we literalized, and finally, 
in this modern world, we rejected. It was not until the world 
of New Testament scholarship in the early years of the nine- 
teenth century began to recover both the context and the 
frame of reference in which the Gospel writers wrote their 
books that a new doorway appeared through which the mod- 
ern Christian could walk. That scholarship enabled one to 
escape the dead end of either literalization on one hand or 
rejection on the other. ; 

The major debate in New Testament circles today is not 
over whether the events described by Matthew are reflections 
of things that actually occurred in literal history. The debate 
is rather over which Hebrew texts actually formed the build- 
ing blocks that Matthew used to construct his birth narrative. 
Clearly there are in Matthew’s opening chapters both ob- 
vious major Old Testament retellings and faint echoes from 
that sacred text. Sorting out these references, seeking their 
meaning, understanding why Matthew chose them are all 
parts of the modern biblical interpretive process. 

Matthew was not writing history. These stories are not 
researched biographical episodes. This entire narrative was a 
Christian midrash, written to interpret the adult life of Jesus 
of Nazareth in terms of a rich religious heritage that fed the 
conviction of first-century ‘Christians that Jesus was the 
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Messiah who fulfilled the Jewish expectations of the ages. 
Until this generation stops asking of Scripture the questions 
of a Western postmodern humanity, the power of the Bible 
in general and of the birth narratives in particular will be 
lost. 

Lay aside the biases of this modern world and the fears 
that are born when one’s religious tradition insists that its 
adherents believe the unbelievable and seek with me an en- 
try into the midrash tradition as we explore the biblical roots 
of these fascinating and familiar narratives. Then perhaps we 
can succeed in re-creating the experience that transformed 
the first generations of Christians, an experience that cries 
out for an explanation. Was it possible that in Jesus God has 
been met and engaged? That was the Christian claim then, 
and that remains the Christian claim today. 

That experience itself was beyond the capacity of these 
early Christians to question or to doubt. That was a reality 
for which they were willing to be persecuted, imprisoned, 
and even executed. Their task was only to find words, sym- 
bols, phrases, and interpretive clues through which they 
could talk about this reality. So Christian interpreters were 
driven to the sources of their faith, and in that process they 
utilized the tradition of midrash. 

There are some who believe that the writings of Isaiah, 
especially the part scholars identify as Second Isaiah (40- 
66),! formed the basis of Matthew’s story of the magi. Her- 
man Hendrickx suggests that the story was born when an 
early Christian preacher used a text from Second Isaiah.? 
This portion of Isaiah, embodying as it does the concept of 
the innocent suffering servant whom God had acknowledged 
to be his unique son, was a great favorite of the early Chris- 
tians and was applied with frequency to the life of Jesus. 

The key text for Hendrickx is “Who stirred up one from 
the east whom victory meets at every step? He gives up na- 
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tions before him, so that he tramples kings under foot” (Isa. 
41:2). When that text was supplemented, as it surely was in 
the early days of the church, by other references from that 
part of Isaiah, the case is strengthened. “Kings shall see 
and arise; princes, and they shall prostrate themselves” (Isa. 
49:7). This verse came shortly after Isaiah had written, “The 
Lord called me from the womb, from the body of my mother 
he named my name” (Isa. 49:1). The imagination could easily 
have been stimulated to think of Jesus’ birth when poring 
over this text. 

Isaiah went on to write: “And nations shall come to your 
light and kings to the brightness of your rising. .. . A mul- 
titude of camels shall cover you, the young camels of Midian 
and Ephah; all those from Sheba shall come. They shall bring 
gold and frankincense, and shall proclaim the praise of the 
Lord” (Isa. 60:3, 6). This comes right after Isaiah has ex- 
claimed, “Arise, shine; for your light has come, and the glory 
of the Lord has risen upon you” (Isa. 60:1). 

Suddenly the elements come into focus. A rising light 
becomes a star rising in the east. Kings come, they journey 
from the east to do homage. They bring gifts of gold and 
frankincense. It does not take a vivid imagination to leap 
from this data to Matthew’s story, especially if you are a child 
of this method of viewing Scripture. 

While not minimizing the contributions that these Isaian 
texts made to Matthew’s narrative, Raymond Brown suggests 
a quite different primary source of influence. For him the 
key to the magi story in Matthew is found in the story of 
Balaam and Balak in the Book of Numbers (22-24). Under 
the probing of his skillful mind, the parallels of that passage 
begin to be apparent.? Balaam was a seer from the east, a 
Gentile who saw the star of David rise and who was led to 
acknowledge the greatness of Israel’s ruler. Surprisingly, the 
Balaam account is not a very familiar story to most people. 
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If anything is remembered about Balaam, it is the suggestion 
that God somehow spoke through Balaam’s donkey. Here are 
the narrative details: 

The children of Israel were in the wilderness between the 
exodus from Egypt and the entry into their promised land. 
Balak, the king of Moab, saw this wandering nomadic host 
and feared Israel greatly, so he sought a means to destroy 
this marauding nation. Hence he summoned the famous seer 
Balaam to put a curse on Israel. Balaam was a non-Israelite, 
an occult visionary, a practicer of enchantment who was 
called a magus by the popular Jewish writer Philo. Balaam 
was thought to be both good and evil. His goodness was 
displayed in that instead of cursing Israel as Balak had 
hoped, Balaam blessed Israel. His evil was seen in that after 
this episode the men of Israel were seduced into idolatry by 
the women of Moab, and the biblical tradition blamed Ba- 
laam for this. This hostile view of Balaam found its way into 
other Christian writings, indicating a midrashic use of this 
narrative by early Christians. The Book of Revelation states, 
“But I have a few things against you: you have some there 
who hold the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a 
stumbling block before the sons of Israel, that they might eat 
food sacrificed to idols and practice immorality” (Rev. 2:14). . 
The Epistle of Jude records, “Woe to them! For they walk in 
the way of Cain, and abandon themselves for the sake of gain 
to Balaam’s error, and perish in Korah’s rebellion” (Jude 11). 
Second Peter declares, “Forsaking the right way they have 
gone astray; they have followed the way of Balaam, the son 
of Be’or, who loved gain from wrongdoing, but was re- 
buked for his own transgression; a dumb ass spoke with 
human voice and restrained the prophet’s madness” (2 Pet. 
2:15, 16). 

But each of these books was probably written after Mat- 
thew’s work was complete. Matthew appears to have leaned 
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on the primary narrative of Balaam in the Book of Numbers, 
in which Balaam is good. Philo says Balaam was filled with 
the authentic spirit of a prophet.* In the Numbers account, 
Balaam came from the east, accompanied by two servants, 
and foiled the hostile plans of King Balak by uttering oracles 
that foretold the future greatness of Israel and the rise of a 
royal ruler. A wicked king tried to use a foreign magus 
whose name was Balaam to destroy those he perceived to be 
his rivals and his enemies. That is the story of Balaam that 
Raymond Brown believes provided the backdrop to Mat- 
thew’s story of the magi. 

Still another candidate for primary influence in shaping 
the magi story of Matthew is the visit of the queen of Sheba 
to Solomon (1 Kings 10:1-13). The queen had heard of Solo- 
mon’s wisdom and had come to test him with hard ques- 
tions. She brought with her gold, spices (perhaps myrrh), 
and precious stones. In Matthew’s story the magi came and 
confronted Solomon’s successor, Herod, with hard questions: 
“Where is he who has been born King of the Jews, for we 
have seen his star in the east and have come to worship him” 
(Matt. 2:2). Herod, however, as an unworthy successor to 
Solomon, revealed only ignorance of this central event in Is- 
rael’s history and turned to the scribes for an answer. 

The Jewish midrash further developed this narrative by 
incorporating a star into the visit of the queen of Sheba, “As 
the Queen of Sheba approached the holy city reclining in her 
litter, she saw at a distance a wondrous rose growing at the 
edge of a lake. But when she came near she saw to her as- 
tonishment the rose suddenly transformed into a flashing 
star. The closer she came the more dazzling was its light.”® 

I hope that my earlier suggestion is now apparent that 
the argument among biblical scholars today is over which 
narrative in the Hebrew tradition was primary in helping 
Matthew develop his magi tradition. No one I know in New 
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Testament circles is debating whether or not the magi were 
actual people living in history. The universal assumption is 
that they were not. Matthew was clearly writing Christian 
midrash. 

As we get more and more deeply into Matthew’s ac- 
count, we begin to see other themes out of the Hebrew past 
woven into this narrative. The patriarch Joseph in the Book 
of Genesis (37—50) took his family to Egypt in order that they 
might escape death from starvation. In this manner Joseph 
enabled God’s promise to Abraham to be kept alive. This 
theme is certainly echoed in Matthew's account of his Joseph 
taking the family of Mary and Jesus to Egypt also, to escape 
death this time at the hand of Herod (Matt. 2:13-16). 

The mention of Egypt and the backdrop of a birth serve 
to remind the author of Matthew of the story of Moses and 
the pharaoh’s attempt to end the life of that one born to be 
the deliverer of Israel by killing all the Jewish male babies in 
Egypt (Exod. 1:15ff). Obviously that story forms the back- 
drop to Matthew’s account of Herod’s murder of the Jewish 
male babies in Bethlehem (Matt. 2:16ff) in his attempt to de- 
stroy another deliverer who is perceived by Herod as his rival 
for the throne. 

Later Jewish midrash often used the star device to an- 
nounce the birth of a heroic Jewish figure. Astrologers were 
said to have told the wicked King Nimrod, when Abraham 
was born, that a son had been born to Terah, for they had 
seen a rising star in the heavens. The exact date of this leg- 
end, however, cannot be fixed, so we are left to wonder 
whether this story influenced Matthew or he influenced this 
story.® 

The midrash mentions another star at the time of Moses’ 
birth and still another when Isaac, the child of promise, was 
born to the elderly Abraham and Sarah. When this star tra- 
dition is coupled with the story from the Hebrew Scriptures 
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about the pillar of fire that led the children of Israel through 
the wilderness by night (Exod. 13:21), one begins to see how 
the announcing star might be transformed into a guiding star 
under the skillful pen of someone like Matthew. A heavenly 
light that would guide the world to the birthplace of the 
Jewish Messiah would have met almost all of Matthew’s ma- 
jor literary motifs. 

Still other events probably known to the author of Mat- 
thew may have shaped his narrative. Some of these took 
place in the secular arena. Perhaps some natural phenomena 
had occurred in the heavens and entered the records of the 
astronomers of that day and thus found their way into the 
folklore of the people. A study of the movement of heavenly 
bodies fascinated ancient people. The popularity of astrology 
and the signs of the zodiac today indicates that this fascina- 
tion has not yet died. Perhaps when the story of Jesus’ birth 
began to be told by Christians, someone conducted a search 
into the astronomical records of the ages for corroborative 
data. 

Two heavenly signs were, in fact, recorded about the 
time of Jesus’ birth. The first occurred in 12-11 B.c.E., when 
what we now call Halley’s comet was visible in the earth’s 
atmosphere during the winter. This comet constituted the 
only wandering light in the heavens we know even today. In 
pre-scientific days, Halley’s comet was identified both as a 
star and as a sign of things to come. Halley’s comet came 
from the east, streaked across the heavens, faded while over- 
head, and then reappeared before it set in the west. This 
well-remembered heavenly event could have given some 
credibility to the story of a star that wandered through the 
heavens, disappeared, then appeared again. Interestingly 
enough, that comet would have risen in the astrological 
charts in the realm of Gemini with its head toward Leo. Leo 
was associated in ancient times with the lion of Judah.’ 
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The second heavenly sign that might have been associ- 
ated with the time of Jesus’ birth was a rare juxtaposition of 
three planets—Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars, which together 
would have created a bright glow occurring only once in a 
great span of time. This heavenly phenomenon, featured in 
the Christmas show of many planetariums in the Western 
world, occurred in the year 8 B.c.E. and might well have 
entered the folklore of the early church. When Christians, 
who stood on the other side of Easter, tried to imagine the 
moment when Jesus was born, both Halley’s comet and the 
planetary juxtaposition could have been drawn into the in- 
terpretive framework. 

Josephus wrote about foreign ambassadors journeying to 
Jerusalem to hail King Herod on the occasion of the comple- 
tion of the palace in Caesarea, which occurred in 9 B.C.E. 
This too may have served as background for Matthew's 
story.’ In the 66th year of the common era, another event oc- 
curred that captured the imagination of people throughout 
the empire and was recorded by Cassius Dio.’ The king of 
Armenia, a man named Tiradates, came to Italy with the 
sons of three Parthian rulers. They too journeyed from the 
east in a triumphal procession. Rome was decorated to bid 
them welcome. People crowded the streets and rooftops to 
glimpse the royal visitor as Tiradates went forward to pay 
homage to Nero.’ This king also did not return by the route 
he had come but departed via another way. The Roman his- 
torian Pliny, who also mentioned this event, referred to this 
Armenian king and his entourage as magi.'' Matthew, writ- 
ing some twenty years later, may have been influenced in 
part by this well-remembered moment of Roman history. If 
magi from the east could come to pay homage to the Em- 
peror Nero, how much more might they have come to pay 
homage to the King of Kings, the son of David, the son of 
Abraham, the Son of God. 
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These are some of the details that lie behind Matthew’s 
story of the events accompanying Jesus’ birth. How well this 
Jewish-Christian scribe has woven together symbols out of 
the treasure house of the new and the old to introduce the 
one whom he regarded as the Savior of the world. Later in- 
terpreters read other elements into Matthew's narrative that 
were consistent with their faith in this Messiah and added to 
both the charm and power of Matthew’s tale, even though 
they may or may not have been part of Matthew’s intention. 

First, nowhere in the Matthean narrative is the number 
three specifically associated with the magi. Yet the Epiphany 
carol ’’We Three Kings” has placed into the corporate mem- 
ory the image of three magi become kings. Later tradition 
has identified the three as representatives of the three races 
of humanity—Caucasian, black, and oriental. This is an ac- 
curate if not literal extension of Matthew's suggestion that a 
universal sign in the sky would draw all the world to the 
place of Jesus’ birth to worship the one who has risen out of 
the seed of David. The promise given to Abraham was that 
he would be the agent through whom all the nations of the 
world would be blessed. Matthew described the fulfillment 
of that promise as Jew and Gentile alike come to acknowl- 
edge this life and to find unity through their common wor- 
ship of this Jewish Messiah. Matthew’s narrative was a 
powerful story that continues even today to create its own 
interpretive mythology. 

Second, the gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh have 
also been brought into an interpretive framework, theologi- 
cally and especially homiletically. Gold and frankincense are 
part of Isaiah’s contribution to this narrative (Isa. 60:6), but 
the origin of myrrh is more difficult to locate, though I have 
suggested it may have arisen from the spices brought by 
the queen of Sheba. Nonetheless, the folklore of the church 
has taken those gifts and interpreted them. Gold was the 
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traditional gift that one brought to a king. Jesus, Matthew 
asserted, was the son of David, and was therefore the heir 
to the Jewish throne. Frankincense was used in the worship 
of the temple and was an appropriate offering to God. So 
the divinity of this child as one to whom prayers were ad- 
dressed that rose to heaven like incense was affirmed. Myrrh 
is a yellowish to reddish-brown aromatic gum resin obtained 
from a tree in East Africa and the Middle East. It has a bitter, 
slightly pungent taste and was a spice associated with em- 
balming and therefore with death. Hence it has been thought 
to presage in Matthew’s Gospel the story of Jesus’ suffering 
and death. It has come to be seen as the first shadow of the 
cross to fall across the life of Jesus. 

Once the visit of the wise men had been completed, Mat- 
thew continued his dramatic story, still weaving together fa- 
miliar elements out of the well-known heritage of the Jewish 
nation. Jesus was taken to Egypt so that, like Israel of old, 
God could call forth the divine Son out of Egypt. The slaugh- 
ter of the innocent children brought to mind, for Matthew, 
the picture drawn by Jeremiah of Rachel weeping in Ramah 
for her children who were no more (Matt. 2:18), which 
evoked for his readers images of the exile.” 

Finally, Matthew arrived at what was perhaps the climax 
of this birth story. Jesus, in his earthly life, was clearly iden- 
tified with the village of Nazareth in Galilee. That fact con- 
stituted a problem for the Christian church to explain. 
Nazareth was not to be the place of origin for the messiah. 
How then did the Christ come to be identified with that 
place? “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” (John 
1:46). So Matthew carried his reader from Bethlehem, the 
City of David, to Egypt, the land of oppression, to Ramah 
with its echo of the exile, and then to Nazareth. It was a 
fascinating theological, not geographical, journey. 
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An angel spoke to Joseph in a dream and gave him ver- 
batim the words of the Lord to Moses about Pharaoh’s death: 
“Those who sought the child’s life are dead,” said the angel 
to Joseph (Matt. 2:20). “Those who sought your life are 
dead,” said the Lord to Moses (Exod. 4:19). The death of 
Pharaoh freed Moses to begin his mission of return to the 
promised land. So also Herod’s death led Jesus to the starting 
place of his ministry. Joseph was specifically told to take 
Jesus to the land of Israel. He complied. Then the angel 
warned him not to go to Judea, for Archelaus, Herod’s son, 
reigned there. Instead Joseph was directed to Galilee. Joseph 
again complied. Finally Joseph chose out of all of Galilee the 
city of Nazareth to be Jesus’ home. That was done, said Mat- 
thew, in fulfillment of the prophetic word that “he shall be 
called a Nazarene” (Matt. 2:23). 

Once again Matthew’s dominant and unifying themes are 
heard: Go to Israel for you are the son of David. Go to Galilee 
of the Gentiles for you are the son of Abraham through 
whom all nations will be blessed. Go to Nazareth for you are 
son of God set aside to be holy as were the Nazarenes.* 

So Nazareth was to be Jesus’ home. Recall that Luke as- 
sumed that Nazareth was always his home and hence used 
a census or enrollment to explain why Jesus’ birth took place 
in Bethlehem. Luke then had Jesus return to Nazareth after 
the rites of circumcision and presentation. Matthew, on the 
other hand, found it necessary to explain why Jesus hap- 
pened to come from Nazareth. In part this was a Matthean 
polemic against those Jewish people who stoutly maintained 
that the messiah could not come out of Galilee. Matthew 
took the name of Nazareth and filled it with other clever 
nuances so that the town, pejoratively mentioned by Jesus’ 
Jewish critics, now elicited and evoked far more than just 
the name of a place. Matthew wanted to dangle before his 
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readers the other meanings to the title Nazarene. It served 
well his literary purpose. In the Hebrew Scriptures a Nazirite 
was a holy person, selected and set aside for God’s service 
(e.g. Num. 6:2). Samson and Samuel were both Nazirites and 
both, not coincidentally, had annunciation stories and birth 
stories told about them in the Hebrew Scriptures (Judges 13). 
To associate a Nazirite with the town of Nazareth was the 
kind of data a scribe, trained in the tradition of midrash, 
would employ. 

The title Nazarene also reminded Matthew's audience that 
Jesus was the messianic branch. The Hebrew word for 
branch is neser. The annunciation story in Matthew's Gospel 
closed when Joseph named the child Jesus. The entire birth 
narrative, for Matthew, closed when Joseph brought the child 
Jesus to Nazareth so that all might call him Nazarene, one 
special to God, holy and set apart. Matthew was suggesting 
that this fulfilled a prophetic word, “He shall be called a 
Nazarene,” but scholars are not certain where in the Hebrew 
Scriptures such a prophetic word is spoken. The best guess 
is a text in Isaiah (4:3) that says, “He will be called holy.” The 
Hebrew word rendered in the Greek as both holy and Nazir- 
ite is nazir. Since Jesus was for Matthew the holy one of God, 
Matthew could have read Isaiah 4:3 to say, ‘He will be called 
a Nazirite.”"* The spelling was different from the town of 
Nazareth but it was close and Matthew was not disturbed by 
literal discrepancies. 

In the Book of Judges (13:5) an angel appeared to the 
mother of Samson in an annunciation and stated that the 
child to be conceived in her barren womb “shall be a Nazirite 
to God from birth and he shall deliver Israel from the hand 
of the Philistines.” In Matthew the angel said of Jesus, “He 
will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). Matthew 
took the name of Jesus’ home, Nazareth, a town scorned and 
criticized by those Jews who wished to dismiss Jesus and 
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opened it to the meanings of the past. Neser, the branch that 
shall come forth from Jesse; nazir, the Hebrew word for holy, 
Nazirite the Hebrew term for one set apart by God for a spe- 
cial purpose—all become part of Matthew’s affirmation of the 
one who happened to hail from Nazareth and who was be- 
lieved by this Jewish scribe to be son of David, son of Abra- 
ham, and Son of God. For the modern mind these references 
would represent an enormous stretch in logic. For a student 
of Jewish midrash, this was all in a day’s work of probing 
and teasing the Scriptures to make them reveal their true 
message. 

For Matthew, the Hebrew Scriptures and the Christian 
gospel met in the infancy narrative. He attached the Caesarea 
Philippi confession, “You are the Christ, the son of the living 
God,” to the conception of Jesus. He held the birth narrative 
together through his creation of the character of Joseph, 
whom he described as a Jew who was upright, scrupulously 
faithful to the law, and who protected Jesus time after time 
from the hostile authorities. Joseph, of the house of David, 
acknowledged Jesus as his son by naming him in Bethlehem. 
Joseph enabled Jesus to repeat the life cycle of Israel by tak- 
ing him down to Egypt in order to save Jesus’ life, and there- 
by God's promise, from death. Joseph was the patriarch who, 
like Israel, was called by God out of Egypt; and Jesus, like 
Moses, was enabled to begin the work of deliverance when 
the wicked king who sought his life died. Joseph took Jesus 
to Nazareth, a town in Galilee of the Gentiles. He was a 
faithful Jew who brought Gentiles to Jesus to fulfill the law 
and the prophets. Faithful Jews, the author was saying, were 
those who saw in Jesus the fulfillment of the Jewish Scrip- 
tures and an opening of the Jewish tradition that would en- 
able the Gentiles to participate in Jesus, who was, and is, the 
Jewish gift to the world. Jesus was the means through which 
the promise given to Abraham that all the world will be 


7 


blessed through Abraham’s seed was to find fulfillment. It is 
not surprising that Jesus’ final words in Matthew's Gospel 
were what we call the divine commission: “Go preach to all 
people, baptize all people” (Matt. 28:20). The Jewish Jesus 
had become the universal Christ, who bound Jew and Gen- 
tile together in a holy community. This was the life whose 
birth was marked, said Matthew, by such symbols as a vir- 
ginal conception, heavenly lights, exotic magi, wicked kings, 
a flight to Egypt, and life in Nazareth. 

It is a beautiful, powerful story, not literal but true, open- 
ing to all of us in every generation the opportunity to follow 
our stars to the place and the moment where the divine and 
the human meet. There, kneeling in homage, we may pre- 
sent our gifts and see this life as son of David, son of 
Abraham, and Son of God. This vision of Jesus and of his 
birth we possess today because there was a Jewish scribe 
who wrote the Gospel we call Matthew and who placed into 
that Gospel one autobiographical reference when he praised 
those scribes who had been trained for the kingdom of 
heaven. They are “like a householder,” he said, “who brings 
out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” For that is 
obviously what the author of Matthew has done for us. 
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Behind Luke—An Original Pageant? 


Whoever authored the Gospel we call Luke had the abil- 
ity to write in beautiful and grammatically perfect Greek. It 
was Clearly his native tongue. He was, by his own admission 
(Luke 1:2), not an eyewitness to the events he described. He 
was rather a second-generation convert to Christianity and 
in all probability a Gentile. Indeed, he appears to be the only 
Gentile who authored part of what we now acknowledge as 
Holy Scripture. His was not a minor contribution, for his 
work included not only what is called Luke but also the Book 
of Acts. His two-part story consisted of fifty-two chapters 
and makes up more than 20 percent of the canonical Chris- 
tian Scriptures. 

Who this author was has never been established with 
certainty. Before the end of the second century, however, the 
name of Luke was firmly connected to this corpus. The in- 
ternal clue that led to this designation was found in the “we” 
passages from the Book of Acts that read like a diary. It was 
as if the author had joined the missionary team, and the 
pronoun of the narrative shifted from “they” to “we.” When 
the traveling companions of Paul were analyzed, the most 
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obvious one to be designated the author was Luke, whom 
Paul called a physician (Col. 4:14). Thus the figure of Luke, 
the beloved physician, entered the tradition of the Christian 
church and has inspired romantic tales and fanciful folklore 
for almost two thousand years. 

Recently, however, New Testament scholars have begun 
to raise questions about Lucan authorship of both books. The 
lack of harmony between Paul’s experience as revealed 
through the Pauline epistles and Luke’s accounts of Paul's 
ministry in the Book of Acts has been cited to rule out the 
possibility that Acts was written by one of Paul's companions 
(Gal. 1:16-17 vs. Acts 9:19-29, e.g.). Ernst Haenchen, one of 
the world’s leading Christian scholars on the Book of Acts, 
argues powerfully against Luke’s authorship for either.! Paul 
certainly occupied a prominent role in Acts, and yet Paul’s 
claim to have been an eyewitness to the resurrection, which 
validated his apostolic authority, was challenged by the Book 
of Acts. Luke used the story of the ascension to climax the 
resurrection appearances and to announce that resurrection 
appearances had ceased. Paul’s conversion was placed well 
after the account of the ascension in the Book of Acts and 
was presented not as an appearance story but as a vision not 
substantially different from Peter’s vision of the great sheet 
let down from heaven (Acts 10:9-16). Paul had said that his 
experience of Jesus’ resurrection differed from the others in 
no way save that his was last (1 Cor. 15:8). The Book of Acts 
was also careful to limit the apostles to twelve; and Matthias, 
not Paul, was the twelfth member to complete the authentic 
apostolic band (Acts 1:26). 

Yet whoever was the author of the Luke-Acts corpus be- 
lieved, like Paul, that the mission of the Christian church to 
the Gentiles was God’s preordained plan. The mission to Is- 
rael had been short-circuited, in his opinion, by the hardness 
of the hearts of the Jewish people. His story line passed from 
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Jerusalem of the Jews to Rome of the Gentiles. The Gospel 
part of that story, however, only prepared for the launch 
among the Gentiles. 

The third Gospel, which for lack of any better title I shall 
call Luke, is actually framed by the scenes involving the Jew- 
ish temple. It opens with Zechariah’s vision in the temple 
(1:8) and concludes with the postresurrection scene of the 
disciples, who returned with great joy to Jerusalem, where 
they were continually in the temple blessing God (24:53). At 
the beginning of Luke’s story, the mute Zechariah is inca- 
pable of blessing the people. At the conclusion, the resur- 
rected Jesus in the moment before his cosmic ascension lifts 
his hands and performs the high-priestly blessing even as he 
is parted from them. Luke had a sense of drama and whole- 
ness. He too closed the circle with regularity.” 

Luke said in his preface that since “many have under- 
taken to compile a narrative of the things which have been 
accomplished among us,” he had decided to set the various 
narratives in order. What were the many narratives to which 
Luke referred? Two are certainly obvious. Luke, at least in 
the final rendition of his Gospel, leaned heavily on Mark. He 
used Mark, however, in a rather different way from Matthew. 
Matthew simply expanded Mark, correcting and changing 
him wherever either his convictions or the sensitivities of his 
readers might require. Luke, on the other hand, inserted 
great chunks of Mark into his narrative. The fact that Luke 
still reads cohesively even when the Marcan material is re- 
moved has led some scholars to suggest what is called the 
proto-Luke theory. This maintains that Luke wrote his story 
in more than one version and that the original did not in- 
clude material from Mark. Those who hold this theory also 
assert that the entire birth narrative of Luke 1 and 2 was part 
of a later addition. The elaborate dating process that begins 
chapter 3 (3:1-3) and the inclusion of a genealogy in the 
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strange, indeed unheard of, place after, rather than before, 
the birth story are evidence for some that Luke’s story at least 
at one point in its literary career started with chapter 3 rather 
than chapter 1. 

The second narrative that Luke appears to have had ac- 
cess to was either Matthew or the Q material, to which I have 
referred earlier. The material, common to both Matthew and 
Luke but not to Mark, requires either the postulation of an 
earlier source, Q, on which both were dependent or the de- 
pendency of one on the other. That Luke was dependent 
on Matthew has been suggested and even defended vigor- 
ously by English scholar Michael Goulder.* The possibility 
that Matthew was dependent on Luke is not thought to be 
conceivable. 

Luke’s third narrative source, though easily identified, is 
more highly speculative but perhaps even more important. 
It is referred to in New Testament circles as L and is identi- 
fied as Luke’s special source. It includes everything that can- 
not be assigned to the Books of Mark and Matthew or to the 
Q document. But once that generalization is made, it be- 
comes obvious that the L source is more than a single source. 
The speeches of Peter and Paul in the Book of Acts, the can- 
ticles of Zechariah, Mary, and Simeon in Luke's birth narra- 
tive, the Lucan genealogy, many of the unique parables, and 
major parts of the birth narratives—each ‘might represent a 
different source that Luke’ collected before he started his 
Gospel. Some of this material might have been written, some 
of it was surely oral, and some of it Luke himself may well 
have created. At the very least he would be the first person 
who had put this particular part of the oral tradition into 
written form. But the fact remains that Luke wove all of these 
sources into his own narrative, making each part serve the 
needs of the whole and revealing in a consistent way Luke's 
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themes. On any of these once-separate sources Luke’s edi- 
torial genius cannot be denied. 

The basic outline of the very familiar Christmas story 
that now opens the Gospel of Luke in all probability had 
some kind of independent life before Luke made it his own. 
Language and stylistic differences divide the birth story from 
the rest of tne Gospel. Chapters 1 and 2, for example, are 
filled with Semitisms that would not have been natural parts 
of the vocabulary of this Greek-speaking gentile writer: “You 
will call his name John,” “In the days of Herod King of Ju- 
dea,” “and her name was called Elizabeth,” “You have found 
favor with God,” “I do not know a man,” “The child to be 
born will be called holy” are all Semitisms that the Greek 
language accommodated only with difficulty. The frequency 
of these Semitisms in the first two chapters of Luke points, I 
think, to an original source independent of the author of the 
balance of the Gospel. I am not persuaded by the (oral) ar- 
gument of Jeffrey John of Oxford that Luke’s dependence on 
the Septuagint accounts for these Semitic phrases. 

Within the birth story there are other fascinating clues to 
what might have been their original setting. A regular for- 
mula was employed again and again to change the scenery. 
It was the device of a departure or a returning that allowed 
the scene to shift. The vision scene of Zechariah in the tem- 
ple was concluded with the words, “And when his time of 
service was ended he went straight to his home” (1:23). The 
annunciation to Mary scene ends with the words “And the 
angel departed from her” (1:38). Mary's visit to Elizabeth 
concludes with the words “And Mary remained with her 
about three months and returned to her home” (1:56). John 
the Baptist’s birth scene was concluded by moving John from 
center stage, “And he was in the wilderness till the day of 
his manifestation to Israel” (1:80). The vignette describing 
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the annunciation to the hillside shepherds was closed by de- 
claring that “the angels went away from them into heaven” 
(2:15). The scene in which the shepherds found the child in 
Bethlehem ends with the words “and the shepherds re- 
turned.” The temple presentation drama concludes as they 
(Mary, Joseph, and Jesus) “returned into Galilee” (2:39). Fi- 
nally, the entire birth drama comes to an end with the words 
that Jesus “increased in wisdom and in stature, and in favor 
with God and man.” Although not a word of moving or re- 
turning, it is a statement announcing the completion of the 
infancy story, which in turn sets the stage for the adult story 
to begin. These transition points have the effect of framing 
each scene into a dramatic whole in which their power can 
be experienced and their ever-increasing dramatic impact can 
be noted. 

While Matthew's wise men are more vivid than Luke’s 
shepherds, it remains a fact that Luke’s infancy story is far 
better known than Matthew’s infancy story. In the common 
mind of the masses of Christian people, the biblical narrative 
of Christmas consists of Luke’s story with the magi of Mat- 
thew tacked on as the concluding episode. This is true, I am 
convinced, because the Lucan Christmas story has, from the 
very beginning, been communicated to people not through 
either reading or preaching but through its being acted out. 
The Lucan material is familiar to most all of us because we 
have, at some point in our lives, been a shepherd or Mary or 
Joseph or the innkeeper in a Christmas pageant. If not a part 
of the pageant, then at least we have watched others in these 
roles as a regular feature of our Christmas observance. When 
the final scene of these traditional holiday pageants presents 
Matthew’s magi kneeling with the shepherds at the manger 
to present their gifts, it is clear that the single scene from 
Matthew has simply been grafted onto Luke’s schema with 
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no attention whatsoever paid to the data that makes such a 
Matthean grafting inappropriate. 

But what was the original context of Luke’s familiar 
Christmas story? How did Luke come upon it? What was its 
original form before Luke’s adaptive genius and creative pen 
molded it into his very own? The clue to the answer might 
lie in the material’s suitability to dramatization. We find it 
easy to stage as a pageant because it was in fact originally 
just that—a pageant. 

Imagine, if you will, a stage. Place yourself in the audi- 
ence. Shrink the time span so that these events take place in 
the present as you view them. The curtain rises and you are 
introduced to Zechariah. You learn that he is an elderly right- 
eous Jewish priest and Levite, whose wife Elizabeth is bar- 
ren. Then you are told that this Zechariah has won, by lot, 
the incredible honor of entering the temple of the Lord to 
burn the ceremonial incense. It is an opportunity that comes 
to a priest only once in a lifetime. But there in the sacred 
temple a vision takes place during which the angel Gabriel 
proclaims that Elizabeth’s barrenness will be overcome by the 
gracious God and that these two elderly persons will produce 
a son whose name will be John. The role of John is then 
described in great detail. Zechariah, doubting this vision, is 
struck deaf and mute. He comes out of the temple but is not 
able to perform the ceremonial act of blessing the people, so 
he walks off the stage to return home. The power of the 
divine-human confrontation has been experienced. Thus 
ends the first scene. 

Scene two is the annunciation to Mary. The stage is clear, 
so Mary enters from one side and Gabriel from the other. 
The stage is thus set for a second meeting between the divine 
and the human. This episode brings us knowledge about the 
birth of Jesus, who will be conceived by the action of the 
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Holy Spirit overshadowing the young virgin. This is to be 
understood as a moment not of divine sexual activity but of 
divine creative activity. The sign to validate the details of this 
annunciation is the angelic message revealing to Mary the 
pregnancy of her kinswoman Elizabeth. Then the scene con- 
cludes as the angel makes an exit. 

Mary, alone on the stage, makes a symbolic journey to 
the other side that is identified to the audience as the hill 
country of Judah, where she enters Elizabeth’s home to in- 
augurate scene three. There another dramatic confrontation 
takes place between the two women and their unborn fetus- 
es, whose lives are to be critically related as adults. Once 
again the divine and the human intersect. In the process, 
more clues in this developing narrative are disclosed. The 
supremacy of Jesus over John the Baptist is asserted, and all 
the involved parties acknowledge that supremacy. Then the 
scene closes as Mary departs. 

Elizabeth now remains on the stage alone. It is the ninth 
month of her pregnancy. A Semitism, “Now the time came 
for Elizabeth to be delivered,” opens the scene. People crowd 
onto the stage to celebrate this incredible birth to Elizabeth 
and Zechariah, together with the circumcision and the nam- 
ing of John. It is accomplished with such marvels that people 
ask the question, What role will this child play in the drama 
of life? The scene closes as John is located in the wilderness, 
from whence he will reemerge (in Luke’s chapter 3). The cur- 
tain comes down on act one. 

Act two opens with another stage-setting explanation. 
An elaborate dating process is utilized. A worldwide enroll- 
ment for taxation purposes is recalled to explain why Joseph 
and his wife are on a journey to Bethlehem. They enter the 
stage from the left. The audience is informed that they have 
come from Nazareth and that Mary is at the point of delivery. 
In the words of Elizabethan English, “She was great with 
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child.” Jesus is born, swaddled in cloths by his mother and 
placed in a manger, because, we are told, there was no avail- 
able space in the inn. 

In scene two of act two, the attention of the audience, 
and later of the reader, is then directed to the opposite side 
of the stage, perhaps through the means of extinguishing 
lamps or candles on one side and lighting them on the other. 
There a vignette on a hillside in nearby Judea is dramatized. 
Shepherds are in the field, watching their flocks. It is night. 
Suddenly the sky is aglow with a heavenly light. Perhaps all 
in the scene turn their oil lamps to their maximum capacity. 
An angel appears to announce glad tidings and good news: 
a savior, the Messiah, the Lord, has been born in the city of 
David. The interpretive sign given the shepherds to enable 
them to identify this holy child is that he is swaddled and 
lying in a manger. The clear implication is that the shepherds 
must go, seek, and find. 

The shepherds talk animatedly among themselves until 
the decision is made to go to Bethlehem and to see this thing 
that has been revealed to them by the divine messenger. The 
shepherds then walk across the stage as the lights are once 
more lit where Joseph and Mary have been waiting. The 
shepherds thus enter the life of the holy family and become 
the first witnesses to the Savior’s birth. They share with the 
parents the story of their hillside vision, creating great won- 
der and raising the implicit question that had also been 
raised at the birth of John the Baptist, What will this child 
be? It is to answer this question, concerning both John and 
Jesus, that the entire Gospel that follows was written. Mary 
alone seems to comprehend, for she files all these memo- 
ries for pondering, and the shepherds exit to their familiar 
pastures. 

The final scene in this nativity drama is the naming, cir- 
cumcision, and presentation of the newborn child, Jesus. It 
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serves as the author's literary device to move the drama from 
Bethlehem to Jerusalem, and from the stable to the temple. 
It also provides a means to introduce an old man, Simeon, 
and an old woman, Anna, who continue to acquaint the au- 
dience with the meaning of this child, including a hint of the 
passion—“A sword shall pierce through your own soul” 
(Luke 2:35). Finally the holy family returns to Nazareth, 
where the child grows and where he lives until his manifes- 
tation to Israel. Here the curtain falls on act two of the orig- 
inal drama. 

Is it not possible that the original setting, the kernel of 
this lovely birth story—so powerfully dramatic, so neatly di- 
vided into scenes, so complete with stage directions for the 
exiting of one set of actors to make ready for the next, and 
so connected by the movement of one set of characters into 
the presence of another—was at its very beginning a pageant 
written for and performed by a Jewish-Christian community? 
Did Luke discover it, view it, expand it, or at the very least 
borrow it for his narrative? Surely the pageant format is pres- 
ent even in his expanded version. My thesis is that the orig- 
inal pageant contained only four scenes, and they revolved 
around the parallel but not equal narratives that placed Jesus 
and John the Baptist into relationship with each other; a re- 
lationship in which John pointed consistently to Jesus. The 
original scenes, I believe, were these: 


1. The annunciation about John the Baptist, which 
caught up the themes of the ancient story of Abraham 
and Sarah and the child of promise, Isaac; 

2. The annunciation about Jesus, which caught up the 
themes from the ancient story of Hannah, including 
divine intervention; 

3. The birth, circumcision, and naming of John the Baptist; 

4. The birth, circumcision, and naming of Jesus. 
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To this core Luke has, I believe, added his genius. He 
connected the two narratives with Mary’s visit to Elizabeth. 
He suggested a physical kinship between John and Jesus by 
calling Elizabeth Mary’s kinswoman. He added the two tem- 
ple stories—one at forty days, the other at twelve years. But 
he kept the dramatic form of the pageant. Luke saw this 
narrative presented as a pageant, I believe, and having been 
charmed by it, he incorporated it into the introduction of his 
story of Jesus. That would be my speculation. 

If this hypothesis can be supported, it is still quite con- 
ceivable that Luke shaped even the core of the pageant that 
he incorporated. The canticles, I believe, were not part of the 
original narrative. Luke got them from another source and 
added them to this drama. They served the vital purpose of 
enabling his characters to speak when in the original drama 
there was no dialogue. The pageant seems to have been 
originally done in a kind of pantomime with only scene- 
introducing and scene-connecting narration. I am confident 
that Luke edited this pageant, as he did all of his sources, 
making it reflect his theology and his understanding of Jesus. 
In this manner, it became Lucan in substance as well as in 
form. He did not, however, edit out its Semitic origins and 
phrases, nor did he always understand the Jewish ceremo- 
nies he sought to leave intact. The presentation and the pu- 
rification stories, for example, are hopelessly confused. Luke 
also added the boy-in-the-temple story, which really does not 
fit the narrative at all. This addition forced him to duplicate 
his scene-ending words, so that after the return to Nazareth, 
Luke wrote, “And the child grew and became strong, filled 
with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon him” (2:39, 
40). Following the boy-in-the-temple account, Luke once 
again had to conclude his narrative, and he did so with the 
repetitive words “And Jesus increased in wisdom and in stat- 
ure, and in favor with God and man” (2:52). 
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Did the first viewers of this pageant treat its content lit- 
erally, or did they see it as a pageant that contained a beau- 
tiful interpretive drama? Did Luke adopt and adapt this 
pageant because he was convinced of this explanation as to 
the literal origin of Jesus’ power? I am convinced that the 
original audience at this pageant, and its original authors as 
well, viewed it as a play that attempted to explain the source 
of Jesus’ adult meaning. They were simply adopting a famil- 
iar piece of folklore whereby adult significance was foreshad- 
owed dramatically in the birth events. They were also leaning 
on material familiar to those in touch with the tradition of 
Jewish and Christian midrash. I do not believe that Luke’s 
birth story changed the content of his Gospel nearly so much 
as Luke’s Gospel shaped the content of these birth stories. 

For example, only in the first act of this ancient Christ- 
mas pageant is there any reference to an abnormal or unusu- 
al birth for Jesus. If chapter 1 of Luke’s gospel were to be 
removed, the assumption that Jesus was the child of Mary 
and Joseph would be easy to make, or at least the difficulty 
of that conclusion would rest on something other than the 
birth narrative. It would also be obvious that through these 
narratives surrounding Jesus’ birth and his boyhood, Luke 
was interpreting a theological movement that was growing 
in the church. Who was this Jesus? Whence comes his mean- 
ing? What was his origin? Luke, like Matthew, now focused 
this discussion on Jesus’ conception. But it will not remain 
there. Some ten to fifteen years later the fourth Gospel will 
appear, identifying Jesus with the divine Logos who was 
with God from the beginning of time and by whom God 
created all things. This eternal divine Logos, stated the 
fourth Gospel, was essentially identified with God and was 
incarnated in human form in the birth of Jesus. It was yet 
another stage in the developing Christology of the early 
church. 
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But did Luke intend for the message of this infancy pag- 
eant to be literalized into those dogmatic theological doc- 
trines as a means of proving Jesus’ divinity? I do not believe 
so. Yet that is exactly what occurred. From the second cen- 
tury of the Christian era until the nineteenth century, the 
church viewed the literal virgin as an undoubted fact of his- 
tory. Anyone who questioned it was presumed to be ques- 
tioning nothing less than the divinity of Jesus. Biology and 
theology were inextricably bound up together. That is no 
longer so today. 

Luke perceived in the infancy narrative a story that 
would allow the covenant relationship between God and 
God's people to enter a period of transition that would move 
the covenant from Israel to the followers of Jesus. He used 
those stories as a vehicle through which to introduce the 
major themes of his Gospel. Luke accepted, I believe, the 
creative genius of the one who stood behind the original 
pageant, who in midrash fashion had patterned the charac- 
ters presented in the infancy of Jesus on the figures of He- 
brew Scriptures. Luke undoubtedly heightened and added to 
this to meet his own theological point of view. People like 
Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Eli, Hannah, Samuel, Samson, Ju- 
dith, and Micah all provide background and echoes in this 
segment of Luke’s Gospel. Even Simeon and Anna are por- 
trayed as the final representatives of the traditional piety of 
Israel in its last beautiful flowering. Everything in Hebrew 
Scripture was presumed by the Christians of this time to 
undergird and portray Jesus as both the glory of Israel and 
the light that will lighten the Gentiles.‘ 

Finally, Luke used the figure of Mary to be the first one 
to whom the secret of Jesus was revealed. Thus she alone 
bridged, for Luke, the world of the Hebrew Scriptures and 
the world of the Christian church. Mary heard and under- 
stood, she pondered and stored things in her heart, and she 
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was identified by Luke as present with the disciples at Pen- 
tecost. On the person of Mary the old covenant pivoted and 
the new covenant was established. Was that a deliberate at- 
tempt to defend her honor? Jane Schaberg argues this case, 
suggesting that it was a subtlety that bordered on deception.° 
This note we will explore later in detail. I pose it now as an 
issue not to be ignored. 

Freed from the straitjacket of literalism, we can discover 
in the infancy narrative of Luke’s Gospel treasures beyond 
our most fanciful imagination. The original pageant was 
shaped, formed, edited, and added to by the brilliant author 
Luke, but its identifying structure and its Jewish-Christian 
origin were not abridged. Through Luke this pageant that 
once played to limited audiences in a Jewish-Christian com- 
munity has now played to countless millions of people of 
every ethnic background the world over. With images drawn 
primarily from Luke's birth story we sing ‘’O Little Town of 
Bethlehem,” “It Came upon a Midnight Clear,” “While Shep- 
herds Watched Their Flocks by Night,” and “Silent Night, 
Holy Night,” and we too are drawn to that stable where time 
and eternity meet and where humanity and divinity interact, 
and we still invite that child, born amid the wonders of a 
heavenly chorus, to be born again, but this time in us so that 
we too might be incarnations of God’s presence in our world. 
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Luke's Story, Part I 


Many themes are heard in the birth narrative of Luke. 
The mood is celebratory: barriers are overcome, music is om- 
nipresent. The images are mysterious: an overshadowing 
spirit, a brightened, angel-filled sky, a swaddled infant. Luke 
crafts a parallel narrative that places John the Baptist and 
Jesus of Nazareth in an intense relationship. Indeed, the 
doorway into Luke's story appears to be the sorting out and 
the defining of these two figures as they impact each other. 

In Palestine in the late second or early third decade of 
the common era there appear to have been two figures, each 
proclaiming the imminence of God’s kingdom. Each died the 
death of a martyr. The two figures shared some contact with 
each other, but the extent of that contact cannot be stated 
with certainty. The one who appears to be the earlier figure 
was named John, or Yohanon, a common name in Judea 
and Galilee. This charismatic religious leader inaugurated a 
movement whose principle sign of identity was the action of 
baptism for repentance. He thus became known as John the 
baptizer, or John the Baptist. The other figure was named 
Jesus, Joshua or Yeshua, also a fairly common Jewish name. 
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All the evidence points to the fact that this Jesus was bap- 
tized by John the Baptist, so he was, at one time at least, a 
member of the Baptist’s movement. Jesus wandered into the 
wilderness after that baptism, debating the various possibil- 
ities that might be open to him. When John the Baptist was 
arrested, Jesus emerged into a public ministry, but with a 
distinctly different style. He went to Galilee as a liberator, 
healer, and savior. Citing this action style, he said that he 
hoped John the Baptist would not be offended (Matt. 11:6; 
Luke 7:53).1 When the two movements became separate, 
their common origin was not lost, for baptism also became a 
mark of the Jesus movement (Matt. 3:13; 28:19; 1 Cor. 1:16), 
and some of the disciples of John the Baptist became disci- 
ples of Jesus (John 1:35ff). 

In early Christianity there was no sense of rivalry be- 
tween these two figures. As the Jesus movement grew, there 
appeared to be no effort to excise the memory of John the 
Baptist. However, a clear need to subordinate that movement 
to Jesus did appear as the years went by. John the Baptist 
more and more frequently was referred to as the forerunner, 
the voice in the wilderness who prepared the way for Jesus. 
This was quite obviously a Christian adaptation. John the 
Baptist was, for Christians, one who prepared the way for 
God’s dawning presence that they believed was achieved 
only in Jesus. 

As the christological debate in the early church focused 
on the divine nature of Jesus, the work of John the Baptist 
fitted nicely into its budding theological thought. Some of 
these early Christians went so far as to portray John in the 
role of Elijah, whose role was to herald the coming of the 
messiah, whom they had now identified with Jesus. Not all 
the early Christians were happy with this identification of 
John the Baptist with the founder of Jewish prophecy. The 
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author of the third Gospel, called Luke, was one of these. 
He was not at all sure he wanted to assign the Elijah role to 
John. A good part of his story focused on Jesus as the new 
and greater Elijah.? Luke went so far as to suggest that John 
the Baptist played the role of the one who prepared the way 
without either knowing he was doing it or understanding it. 
This Gospel alone had the Baptist send emissaries to Jesus 
to inquire, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look 
for another?” (Luke 7:19). Luke further implied that John the 
Baptist was blessed because he took no offense at Jesus (Luke 
7:23). Yet at some point in history, representatives of the for- 
mer disciples of John the Baptist must have turned hostile to 
the Jesus movement, or John’s movement must have consti- 
tuted in later Christian history a potential rival, for the need 
to ensure the subordinate position for John seemed to grow. 

A John the Baptist movement appeared to be alive still 
when the Book of Acts was written about 90-95 c.£. (Acts 
19:3—4). Jesus was recorded by Luke as having said, “Among 
those born of woman none is greater than John; yet he who 
is least in the kingdom of God [that is, anyone who has 
been born of the Spirit] is greater than he.” John is the last 
of the old dispensation. He is not even the least in the new 
dispensation. 

In John’s Gospel (95-100 c.£.), this containment of John 
the Baptist in a subordinate place grew even stronger. The 
fourth Gospel’s prologue said of John the Baptist, “He was 
not the light,” his purpose was rather “to bear witness to the 
light” (John 1:8). It went on to have the Baptist state, “I am 
not the Christ.” Indeed, this Gospel even had the Baptist 
deny that he was Elijah (John 1:20). 

Still later, the fourth Gospel had John say quite firmly, 
“He must increase but I must decrease” (John 3:30). When one 
movement has to portray the leader of another movement 
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in such a stance, acquiescing in every detail and extolling the 
virtues of the head of the rival movement, one may be sure 
that tension either had been or was now present. 

The Christians admitted the fact that the movement cen- 
tering on the Baptist was the older of the two movements by 
assigning to it the role of preparation for Jesus. In Mark, 
Jesus’ baptism by John the Baptist was the moment in which 
the Spirit descended upon him. But in the fourth Gospel the 
inauguration of Jesus’ ministry was moved back to the Incar- 
nation of the preexistent Word. So the fourth Gospel had 
John the Baptist prepare the way for the Incarnation (John 
1:6—9, 14). It was, as Raymond Brown suggests, “absurd 
chronology but very perceptive from the viewpoint of salva- 
tion history.’”4 

In the opening scene of the birth narrative, Luke set the 
time and then introduced the cast of characters. This birth 
occurred during the days of Herod, king of Judea, Luke 
began. He was referring to the Herod known in history as 
Herod the Great. He had been given the title king of Judea 
by the Roman senate in 40 B.c.£., after Mark Antony had 
come to his support militarily to offset a rebellion led by a 
powerful political alliance that included the Hasmonean 
Jews. This combination had succeeded in driving Herod's 
military forces from the land, but, aided by troops under the 
command of Antony, he had been able to return in triumph 
and reclaim his kingdom. His reestablished rule lasted until 
his death in 4 B.c.£. The word Judea used in this text probably 
should be understood simply as the land of the Jews, for the 
political subdivision of the land of the Jews into Galilee, Sa- 
maria, and Judea did not occur until well after Jesus’ birth. 
It was in place, however, at the time of the crucifixion and 
played a role in that narrative in the interplay between Pilate 
and another Herod over who had jurisdiction in regard to 
the one who claimed to be king of the Jews. 
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Zechariah was introduced next. He was a priest, married 
to a woman named Elizabeth, who was identified as a daugh- 
ter of Aaron. This couple, though righteous and obedient in 
keeping all the commandments and ordinances, were none- 
theless childless, a status widely believed to be a sign of 
God’s disfavor. This patriarchal age explained childlessness 
in terms of the barrenness of the wife. It was an irrevocable 
situation in the mind of Zechariah, for they were both now 
well advanced in years. This is the only source we know of 
in which the names of John the Baptist’s parents are given. 
Is this accurate data? If so, how did Luke or his source come 
by it? Or were these names chosen like the other details of 
this story, to’ root it in the Jewish past? What interpretive 
clues might be revealed in the names of these two persons? 

The name Zechariah was a priestly/Levite name that can 
be found seven times in the Book of the Chronicles. The most 
famous Zechariah was a sixth-century B.c.£E. prophet whose 
name was attached to the next to last book of the minor 
prophets. This Zechariah was a contemporary of the prophet 
Haggai, who shared his zeal for a rebuilt temple, a purified 
community, and the coming of the messianic age. He em- 
ployed a style of writing that included visions and dialogues 
with God, interpreted by an angel. He drew images of a 
messianic prince of peace and a good shepherd, smitten for 
his flock. The book was best known for its portrait of the 
king who came to Jerusalem humble and riding on a donkey 
and the foal of a donkey. That narrative was quoted in the 
story of Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem, which we 
still relive on Palm Sunday. Whether or not this Book of Ze- 
chariah nuanced the character or provided the name of John 
the Baptist’s father is an interesting speculation. 

That speculation is helped by the fact that Zechariah 
immediately precedes Malachi in the books of the minor 
prophets.> Malachi was not in fact the name of the author of 
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the last book of the Bible. Malachi is a Hebrew word that 
means “‘my messenger.” The anonymous author of this book 
pictured himself in a manner similar to the way Christians 
came to picture John the Baptist. He was but a voice whose 
principle message was, “Behold, I send my messenger to 
prepare the way before me” (Mal. 3:1ff). The juxtaposition 
of Malachi the messenger to Zechariah his immediate pre- 
decessor might well have suggested to Luke, or the author 
from whom Luke was borrowing, that Zechariah was an 
appropriate name for the father of the messenger John the 
Baptist. 

The only Elizabeth mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures 
was Elisheba, the wife of the first high priest, Aaron, the 
brother of Moses (Exod. 6:23). Luke’s only identification of 
Elizabeth was that she was a daughter of Aaron. Aaron and 
Moses had a sister named Miriam, a name that is the Hebrew 
form of the word Mary. Luke was the only Gospel writer 
who suggested a blood kinship between Jesus and John the 
Baptist. This idea is certainly challenged by the fourth Gos- 
pel, which goes so far as to have John the Baptist say of 
Jesus, “I myself did not know him” (John 1:31). But Luke did 
not know John’s Gospel, and inter-Gospel contradictions 
bother only the biblical literalists. A tradition that seems to 
have begun with John Wycliffe called Jesus and John cousins, 
though the only possible biblical support for that conclusion 
lies in this Lucan reference that calls Elizabeth Mary’s kins- 
woman. If the pattern being employed by Luke or the origi- 
nal playwright was modeled on the name of Aaron’s wife 
Elisheba and Aaron’s sister Miriam, that would make Elish- 
eba and Miriam sisters-in-law and would in fact make their 
offspring first cousins. It would also give the visit by Mary 
to Elizabeth some credibility, and that is an important ele- 
ment in Luke’s story. The choice of the relatively remote 
name of Elizabeth or Elisheba to be the name for Zechariah’s 
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wife and John the Baptist’s mother does, however, lend 
weight to that speculation. 

There were other details in Luke’s narrative that revealed 
a familiarity with the traditions of the Jerusalem priests. 
Luke identified Zechariah as a member of the order of Abi- 
jah. That was the eighth of twenty-four priestly courses set 
out in 1 Chronicles 24. The ninth priestly course was the 
Hebrew name for Jesus.® Is this a coincidence? Or is it a Lu- 
can creation and therefore a clue for the discerning reader? 
The note that Zechariah and Elizabeth lived in the hill coun- 
try outside Jerusalem may be an accurate detail, or it may be 
the author’s way of saving the Bethlehem/Jerusalem setting 
to be the birthplace of Jesus, not the birthplace of the fore- 
runner. Some scholars have suggested that stories about John 
the Baptist were collected by his followers, and that these 
accounts may well have found their way into the Jewish- 
Christian pageant and later into Luke’s hands. But that is not 
a majority conclusion. 

Perhaps there were two quite different messianic expec- 
tations in pre-Christian Judaism. Perhaps one focused on a 
son of Aaron, the perfect priest, and the other focused on 
the son of David, the political savior. Perhaps it was the com- 
petition between these two messianic models that gave sub- 
stance to the tensions that divided the two movements and 
forced a later subordination of the declining John the Baptist 
tradition to the dominant Jesus tradition. Penetrating the veil 
of darkness and ignorance that hangs over Judaism before 
30 c.E. can only at this point be done by raising questions, 
but worthy questions they certainly are. In any event, the 
time was set, the principle characters were introduced, and 
the drama moved on. 

In Luke’s narrative Zechariah was chosen by lot to enter 
the temple and to offer the incense. Luke undoubtedly meant 
for the reader to assume that the lot fell on Zechariah by 
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divine intention. Luke used the same device to tell of the 
choice of Matthias to take the place of Judas Iscariot (Acts 
1:26). Being chosen by lot was an incredible honor, Zechariah 
being only one among some eighteen thousand priests and 
Levites in Jerusalem during the time of Jesus. This mountain- 
top privilege would occur only once in a lifetime for any 
particular priest. It was in this context of the awe-evoking 
holy place surrounded by the incense of prayer that the vi- 
sion to Zechariah occurred. In the salvation history that Luke 
was developing, this was the first annunciation story, and it 
came, we need to note, to the prospective father. The prom- 
ise of Isaac’s birth had also been given to the father (Abra- 
ham) and by divine messenger (Gen. 18:10). 

In the temple, the angel Gabriel appeared to a troubled 
and fearful Zechariah. After urging him not to be afraid, 
Gabriel informed him that his prayer had been heard, that a 
son would be conceived, that the barrenness of his wife and 
the obstacle of their age would be overcome, and that the 
child would be named John. The angel described the coming 
child as one who would not drink “wine or strong drink” 
but would be filled by the Holy Spirit “from his mother’s 
womb.” He would turn many people in Israel to the Lord. 
This new life, if not to be identified with Elijah, would at the 
least, said Luke, go before God in the spirit and power of 
Elijah. That description was shaped by the words of Malachi. 
John the Baptist would “make ready for the Lord a people 
prepared” (Luke 1:14-17). Zechariah responded in wonder. 
“How can this be?” he asked. Age and his barren wife pre- 
cluded such things. For his doubt Zechariah was given the 
punishment of muteness, which appeared to include both an 
inability to hear and to speak. They did not seem to under- 
stand that for one who became profoundly deaf in his adult 
life, the ability to speak was not lost. But Luke was not con- 
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cerned about such literal details. Zechariah was thus ren- 
dered speechless until all these things were fulfilled. 

The vision over, Zechariah came out of the holy place 
stunned and mute. He departed for his home, leaving the 
unblessed crowd, one can imagine, wild with speculation. In 
many ways this annunciation to Zechariah was a typical bib- 
lical annunciation story: the messenger appeared, the re- 
sponse was fear, the assurance was given, various obstacles 
were mentioned, a sign that the obstacles would be overcome 
was offered. But into that familiar pattern the author placed 
some striking content. 

First, the angel was identified as Gabriel. This angelic 
messenger appeared previously in the Bible only once, and 
that was in the Book of Daniel (Dan. 8:16ff and 9:21ff). It is 
obvious that the Daniel narrative shaped this story.” Midrash 
once again was working. 

Both Luke and Daniel called the appearance of Gabriel a 
vision. The verb translated vision was ophthe. This verb was 
used by Luke later to describe the Pentecost manifestation of 
the Spirit as a tongue of fire. It was also used by Luke to 
describe the vision of Jesus to Paul on the road to Damascus 
(Acts 9:1ff). John’s father alone saw Gabriel. The people wait- 
ed outside (Luke 1:10). Daniel alone saw his vision. The men 
with him did not see (Dan. 10:7). Gabriel came to both Dan- 
iel and Zechariah at a time of liturgical prayer as God’s mes- 
sage bearer. To that corporate liturgy Daniel and Zechariah 
both had added their own personal prayers rising out of their 
human distress. Finally, in both narratives, the receiver of 
the visitor was told not to fear, but upon hearing the proph- 
ecy, both were struck mute. Such points of connection are 
too consistent to be accidental.® 

Other themes that Luke would employ later in his devel- 
oping story were first signaled in this scene. The angel said 
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John would be great. Jesus confirmed this in their adult lives, 
said Luke, by asserting, “There are none greater than John 
the Baptist” (Luke 7:28). The angel said John would not drink 
wine or strong drink, a phrase that connected his birth in 
Jewish minds with the birth of Samson in the Book of Judges, 
where a similar vow was made. Once again this motif found 
corroboration later in Luke’s Gospel, when Jesus said, “John 
the Baptist has come eating no bread and drinking no wine; 
and you say, ‘He has a demon’” (Luke 7:33). The angel said 
John would be filled with the Holy Spirit from his mother’s 
womb. That was accomplished in Luke’s narrative when Eliz- 
abeth was filled with the Holy Spirit as a consequence of the 
visit of the messiah-bearing Mary. Yet the disciples of John 
the Baptist were portrayed in Acts (19:3, 4) as not having 
heard of the Holy Spirit, and John said of himself in Luke’s 
Gospel, “I baptize you with water; but he who. . . is com- 
ing... will baptize you with the Holy Spirit” (Luke 3:15- 
16). John was a recipient of the Holy Spirit through his 
mother as the result of Mary’s visit. He was not, however, a 
channel for the Holy Spirit. That function was reserved for 
Jesus. From conception to adulthood, in every conceivable 
way, John was portrayed as being subordinate to Jesus. 

This theme was apparent once more as the scene shifted 
abruptly from Zechariah to Mary, and the second and ob- 
viously more powerful annunciation story began. Once again 
Luke set the stage by giving us time, place, and characters. 
It was six months later. The place was Nazareth, a city in 
Galilee. The characters included a person named Mary, iden- 
tified twice as a virgin, betrothed to a man named Joseph but 
not yet taken into her husband's home. Joseph was described 
as one who had descended from the house of David. The 
already introduced Gabriel, who once again was sent by 
God, completed the actors in this phase of the drama. 

The angel's greeting, “Hail, O favored one,” in Greek is 
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Kecharitomene, which virtually translates the Hebrew mean- 
ing of the name Hannah, which is “favored one.”? The phrase 
“full of grace,” so popular in many traditions of the church, 
was not in fact in the annunciation story at all. Indeed, the 
only place in the New Testament that the phrase “full of 
grace” is found is in the Book of Acts where Luke is describ- 
ing Stephen the martyr. I doubt if that insight, however, will 
have any effect on those who say the Rosary. 

Just as the Daniel story seems to lie behind the annun- 
ciation to Zechariah, so the Hannah story provided the back- 
drop to the account of the annunciation to Mary. Hannah 
was the barren woman to whom the child Samuel was born 
by God’s promise and intervention. Once again the regular 
features of biblical annunciation stories were incorporated 
here. Mary was afraid. The divine messenger overcame that 
fear. Mary offered obstacles. The divine messenger overcame 
those obstacles. Inside this single episode in Luke, and only 
with this episode, the idea of virgin birth or virginal concep- 
tion entered Luke’s Gospel. : 

Why did the virgin birth tradition arise, or why did Luke 
take it seriously? It was certainly not essential to his story. 
Nothing about the corpus of Luke, apart from the birth nar- 
ratives, assumed a miraculous birth for Jesus. Without the 
birth narrative, Luke’s Gospel remains powerful, compelling, 
intact, and whole. If Luke did indeed begin his original story 
at chapter 3, as some scholars have concluded,” then at best 
the birth tradition is a nonessential afterthought. But why 
did it arise, grow, gain power, and eventually dominate 
Christian thinking? 

Raymond Brown has argued that the conception of Jesus 
by the Holy Spirit was a step increase in a conscious paral- 
lelism between John the Baptist and Jesus." The birth of John 
the Baptist was achieved by having an elderly childless woman 
become an expectant mother. Jesus’ birth had to top that 
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in wonder. Both were acts of God, but virginal conception is 
a greater miracle than ending barrenness. In this manner, 
quite consistent with other details in the birth narrative, the 
superiority of Jesus over John was proclaimed. Although Pro- 
fessor Brown is, in my estimation, the world’s leading New 
Testament scholar, he does not draw the inescapable conclu- 
sion required by his scholarly probing that the virgin birth is 
nothing but Luke’s theological invention. As a Roman Cath- 
olic he must constantly discipline his scholarship in the ser- 
vice of the official teaching and dogma of his tradition. That 
makes it difficult for him to follow his scholarship if it leads 
to ecclesiastically unacceptable conclusions, or to raise criti- 
cal questions that seem to point in a contrary direction. But 
the ground on which the doctrines of his church depend has 
been, nonetheless, eroded by the demands of his scholar- 
ship. Brown certainly must know this, and if he doesn’t, 
other scholars, like Jane Schaberg and Michael Goulder, de- 
light in pointing it out.” 

We are also now aware that critical speculation existed in 
the primitive church about Jesus’ origins. It arose from the 
enemies of Christianity. For years this data was considered 
too sacrilegious to be considered. Jane Schaberg quotes Ray- 
mond Brown as calling it “a very unpleasant alternative.” 
In recent years, however, these possibilities have grown in 
power. The enemies of the Christians, which included lead- 
ers of the Jerusalem Jewish hierarchy, saw their faith and 
their tradition threatened to the point of extinction by the 
rise of Christianity. Their hostility eventuated rather quickly 
into persecution. It was led at one point by no less a person 
than Saul of Tarsus. Certainly these critics attacked the cred- 
ibility of the Easter story, and that attack finally lodged in 
the Gospel of Matthew (28:14, 15). When the critical moment 
of divine revelation for the Christian story began to shift 
from the resurrection—first to the baptism and then to the 


124 


conception of Jesus—it is quite likely that these attacks also 
shifted. So a defense at the origins of Jesus became an im- 
portant part of the apologetic task of the early Christian com- 
munity. Both Matthew and Luke felt the need to offer such 
a defense. Neither, however, obliterated the substance of the 
attack, and both left ample clues as to the nature of the 
charges. The birth narratives attempted to interpret the data. 
They did not create the data. Was the data true or false? | 
doubt if that can ever be determined. But this is the data: 

Christian writers made no attempt to hide the generally 
held assumption that Mary was pregnant in that period be- 
tween betrothal and home-taking that marked the two stages 
of Jewish marriage. Was she pregnant by Joseph? That would 
have been a violation of custom but not a cause for scandal. 
Commitment was achieved at betrothal. The woman was the 
possession of her husband from that moment on. To be preg- 
nant by one’s husband in the period between betrothal and 
home-taking was not a terribly serious breach in the moral 
code. It would not have created much of a stir. She would 
not have been the first young bride to have a baby early. 
Certainly that circumstance would not have created the tre- 
mendous need to defend Mary’s character with elaborate, 
miraculous birth traditions. 

Yet in the narratives, great pain was taken to deny 
Joseph’s paternity. Matthew had Joseph reluctant to com- 
plete the wedding ceremony and desiring to “put her away 
quietly.” Luke specifically had Mary state, “How can this be 
since I have no husband” (1:34). Yet in verse 27 he had stated 
that she was a “virgin betrothed to a man whose name was 
Joseph.” In chapter 2, Joseph and Mary were portrayed as 
traveling together. Mary was pregnant though still identified 
as “his betrothed” (verse 5). In chapter 3, before the Lucan 
genealogy of Jesus was given, the now-adult John the Baptist 
was engaged in a conversation with his Jewish detractors on 
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the meaning of one’s origins. “Do not begin to say to your- 
selves, ‘We have Abraham as our father,’” John admonished. 
He went on to say that God did not need Jewish paternity to 
raise up children to Abraham. God could achieve that, if 
desired, via these stones, he asserted. 

It was important to these early Christians to broaden the 
sense of those who were to be included in God’s family. Was 
the background to that lingering tradition the possibility that 
Jesus himself was not legitimately a part of God’s people? 
When Luke did the genealogy, he added the words “as was 
supposed” as a parenthetical note to the statement that Jesus 
was the son of Joseph. Was it so well known that Jesus was 
not Joseph’s son that the Christians never had that defense 
line to which they might cling in the controversy about his 
origins? Was his origin more scandalous than the violation 
of a betrothal relationship? Was it so scandalous in fact that 
it could be countered only by the creation of a supernatural 
birth tradition? Was Jesus the child of adultery, the product 
of seduction? Was Mary a violated woman, the victim of 
rape? Is it possible to accept Raymond Brown's analysis that 
the comparison of Luke’s account of John’s birth with Jesus’ 
birth is specifically designed to affirm Jesus’ superiority to 
John without seeing Jesus’ birth as requiring virginal concep- 
tion to achieve superiority over conception despite barren- 
ness? Could the Holy Spirit be perceived as validating a child 
conceived in either rape or seduction as a life chosen by God 
for the accomplishment of God’s will? Given the status of 
women and the moral climate of the first century, would not 
that kind of birth and that kind of affirmation be perceived 
as a miracle far more stunning than a conception beyond 
menopause in a woman assumed to be barren? 

Since the Holy Spirit in early Christian literature was not 
assumed to have played the male role literally in the concep- 
tion of Jesus, do we have to be locked into sexual images or 
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even sexual explanations? Do we need to debate things like 
parthenogenesis, or postulate a spirit with sexual organs and 
fluids? Must we speculate, as some later Christians did, that 
conception occurred through Mary’s ear so that her virginity 
could be preserved? Is it possible that Mary was a violated 
person and that people referred to her as “the virgin” who 
had been raped so that Mary the Virgin became the way 
people thought of her and the name by which they called 
her? 

With these possibilities now raised to consciousness, we 
read Luke’s annunciation story and discover these hidden 
hints there that we did not see before. When Mary said, 
“How can this be since I have no husband” (Luke 1:34), what 
did she mean? She was betrothed, and betrothal provided 
her with the legal protection of a husband. But under Jewish 
law if she was violated, the husband might remove her from 
his protection, and she would become a vulnerable woman 
in a patriarchal society. That had been the fate of each of 
Matthew’s four women in his genealogy. They had no hus- 
bands, and that meant no protection in a patriarchal world. 
Tamar was removed from Judah’s protection and returned to 
her family when her husband died and his brothers refused 
to take her to themselves. That was the fate of Rehab, who 
lived by selling her body as a prostitute. It was the fate of 
Ruth, who, as a widow, had no man to protect her until Boaz 
spread his blanket over her (Ruth 3:9) and took her under 
his protective arm. It was the fate of Bathsheba, who, as a 
widow, was left outside male protection until David made 
her his wife. 

Mary had a husband but no husband to protect her is 
the implication of this text. Was this so because she was 
pregnant by someone other than her husband? To Mary’s 
question the angel responded that the Holy Spirit would 
come upon her and the power of the Most High would 
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overshadow her. Therefore the child to be born would be 
called holy, the Son of God (Luke 1:35). When that passage 
is read in the light of our questions, it can be understood in 
a fresh way as God doing for Mary in Luke’s account what 
Joseph did for Mary in Matthew’s account. God took the vul- 
nerable Mary under the divine protection. God claimed her 
child as God’s own, just as Joseph did in Matthew by acknowl- 
edging and naming the child. The image of the Holy Spirit 
overshadowing Mary carried with it the same protective note 
found when Boaz spread his blanket/skirt over the vulnera- 
ble Ruth to bring her under his protective arms. 

These clues are given further credibility when one ex- 
amines the words of the Magnificat. We will later analyze the 
sources of the canticles, but for now the task before us is to 
isolate the context. Why did Luke place this canticle on Mary’s 
lips? This canticle fits Mary’s circumstances so poorly that 
some scholars have even suggested that originally the mag- 
nificat was a song not of Mary but of Elizabeth. What, for 
example, was the low estate (tapeinosis) of Mary about which 
the Magnificat spoke? That Greek word usually means “hu- 
miliated.” In what way did Mary experience humiliation? She 
was not barren. Virginity was not a scandalous state. Indeed, 
the pregnancy of a betrothed girl by her betrothed was more 
positive than negative, for it was thought to guarantee chil- 
dren and to ensure the male line. The absence of virginity in 
a betrothed woman would be scandalous only if the sexual 
act had not involved her intended. Why did Luke see Mary 
in the context of the community of Jewish Christians who 
were numbered among the poor and downtrodden? Only an 
illegitimate pregnancy could make sense out of that desig- 
nation, and only an illegitimate child and its mother who 
were fully incorporated into Israel could sing of future gen- 
erations who would call a humiliated woman blessed, who 
would acknowledge the great things God had done for her, 
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who would know what it meant to be exalted when one was 
of low degree. Perhaps God’s overcoming of Mary’s humili- 
ation was a greater step than God's overcoming of Elizabeth’s 
barrenness, and the theme of the step parallelism of John 
and Jesus could be preserved without requiring the miracu- 
lous event of a fatherless conception. These questions and 
speculations were first opened to me by Jane Schaberg, a 
feminist Bible scholar and theologian.“ The viability of these 
suggestions has haunted me and intrigued me ever since. 
Their persuasiveness has also grown in me, not to the point 
of conviction but to the place where I now believe the church 
should face and openly debate these possibilities. 

Regardless of the original apologetic and interpretive 
purpose, however, by the time the narrative achieved written 
form in Luke, the virginal conception had become a most 
important consideration. Luke seemed eager to assert that 
virginity was essential to his message. Since conception in 
Luke’s account presumably had not yet occurred, Mary could 
have assumed that conception would occur- when she en- 
tered Joseph’s house to complete the second stage of her mar- 
riage process. After all, she was betrothed. But Luke did not 
encourage this assumption. Indeed, the text pushed the 
reader to understand both Jesus’ identity, “He will be called 
the Son of the most high” (Luke 1:32), and his origin, “The 
Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most 
High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will 
be called holy, the Son of God” (Luke 1:35). 

There are many Hebraic echoes in these words. The 
prophet referred to Solomon at his birth as “The beloved of 
the Lord” (2 Sam. 12:25). The royal psalms used language 
like “You are my Son. Today I have begotten you” (Ps. 2:7) 
and “I will establish his line forever and his throne as the 
days of the heaven” (Ps. 89:29). We can be certain that the 
expected messiah, about whom the psalmist wrote, had been 
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identified with this Jesus at some pre-Lucan point, and the 
texts from the Hebrew Scriptures had been gathered to sup- 
port that claim all the way back to the moment of his concep- 
tion. It had happened about the cross, which was scandalous. 
It would surely happen about the birth, which may also have 
been scandalous. 

This virgin birth as Luke portrayed it had the connota- 
tion of an act of creation itself. The image of the Spirit over- 
shadowing Mary was not significantly different from that 
found in the first chapter of Genesis, where the Spirit brood- 
ed over the waters of chaos to bring forth the first creation. 
Jesus, the new creation, was to be produced by the same 
Spirit that now brooded over Mary’s womb. The Spirit would 
create again ex nihilo the new Adam, the herald of the new 
age of the reign of God. The initiative in this creation, like 
in the first creation, was vested solely in God. Mary’s womb 
became the new tabernacle where God could dwell in the 
midst of God's people. 

The term virgin also needs to be traced in the Hebrew 
tradition to discern its meaning for Luke. The word virgin is 
not unknown in Jewish writings. Though there are no other 
virgin birth stories in the Bible, Israel was called virgin Israel 
in Amos (5:2) and in Jeremiah (18:15). There was the virgin 
daughter of Zion in Isaiah (37:32) and “the virgin daughter 
of my people” in Jeremiah (14:17). The ravaging of nations 
by foreigners was compared in Hebrew Scripture to the rape 
of a virgin. However, references to virgin Israel in Hebrew 
Scriptures generally portrayed the nation as being in a state 
of oppression or waywardness, lusting after foreign lovers 
and untrue to God. Israel was a faithless daughter being 
called to return to her status as virgin Israel. Mary, who was 
totally faithful and obedient, might well have been portrayed 
as symbolic of that virgin Israel to which the prophets called 
their people.’ 
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Mary played a unique role in Luke, quite different from 
her role in any other Gospel. The changes Luke made in 
Mark’s portrait of Mary were striking. In Mark, Jesus’ mother 
and brothers came during his adult life, asking for him. They 
wanted to seize him, Mark suggested, because they suspect- 
ed that he was mad. Jesus rebuked them and claimed that 
those who did the will of God were his mothers and his 
brothers. In Mark’s Gospel it was a story with a harsh edge 
(Mark 3:31ff). Luke, however, modified this story dramati- 
cally (Luke 8:19-20). He omitted the first part, so there was 
no hint that Jesus’ family thought ill of him. In Luke, Jesus’ 
mother and brothers came to see him. He was told of their 
presence. He responded by saying, “My mother and my 
brothers are those who hear God’s word and do it.” He was 
stating that his mother and brothers were disciples. In Acts 
(1:14) Luke reported that Jesus’ mother and brothers were in 
the believing community. Mary was thus among those who 
heard the word and did it. This concept shaped Mary’s re- 
sponse in Luke’s annunciation scene. Mary heard the word 
of God through Gabriel and responded, “Let it happen to me 
according to your word.” Mary closed this scene by calling 
herself the handmaiden of the Lord. It was a term Hannah 
had used upon learning from Eli that she was to be Samuel's 
mother. The song Mary would soon sing was also patterned 
after the song that Hannah sang (1 Samuel 2). 

Now the drama brought the two annunciation stories to- 
gether. Mary had become pregnant, though Luke did not 
document the moment. The verifying sign Mary had been 
given was that Elizabeth her kinswoman was also pregnant. 
This postmenopausal pregnancy was as yet known by no 
one else save Zechariah, for Elizabeth had hidden herself. 
Mary’s knowledge was secret knowledge, divinely revealed 
knowledge. Mary arose and journeyed from Nazareth of Gal- 
ilee to the hill country of Judah to visit with Zechariah and 
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Elizabeth. Mary greeted them, and the baby leapt in Eliza- 
beth’s womb. Elizabeth was filled with the Holy Spirit and 
exclaimed, “Blessed are you among women, and blessed is 
the fruit of your womb! And why is this granted me that the 
mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold, when 
the voice of your greeting came to my ears, the babe in my 
womb leaped for joy. And blessed is she who believed that 
there would be a fulfillment of what was spoken to her from 
the Lord” (Luke 1:42—45). Mary responded with the Magni- 
ficat. Elizabeth, in the presence of the unborn Jesus, was 
filled with the Holy Spirit, and from the womb John the Bap- 
tist was made to hail the messianic age. It was hardly a literal 
story. 

Both Elizabeth and Mary sang canticles of praise for 
what God had done for Mary in the conception of the Mes- 
siah. My first realization many years ago that the birth nar- 
ratives were not history and were not intended to be taken 
literally came when I finally grasped this scene. Here were 
two expectant Jewish mothers, and both of them were prais- 
ing only one of their yet-to-be-born children. No Jewish 
mother I have ever known would acknowledge before her 
child's birth that her child would be second to someone 
else’s. 

Elizabeth’s canticle found an echo in Deborah's song, 
“Blessed be Jae] among women” (Judg. 5:24), and in the 
woman of the crowd who shouted, “Blessed is the womb that 
bore you” (Luke 11:27). The action of John in her womb re- 
vealed to Elizabeth that Mary was the mother of her Lord. 
This was John’s first opportunity to prepare the way of the 
Lord. 

Did Mary then break into song and sing the Magnificat? 
Hardly. Luke incorporated the canticles, making them the 
messages of his characters. There is debate as to whether or 
not Luke was the author of any of the canticles that adorn 


132 


the birth narratives. If he was not their creator, certainly he 
was their adapter. I have indicated earlier my conviction that 
these canticles were not part of the original pageant. Yet the 
canticles are very Jewish. They stress Israel, David, and “our 
Father.” The canticles served to give voice to the characters 
who once acted in pantomime, or with the reading of a nar- 
rator. In the coming together of the two mothers, the text 
said Mary greeted Elizabeth, but no words were given. Later 
we are told Zechariah ended his muteness by speaking, but 
once again no words were given. Still later we are told that 
Simeon the priest blessed Mary, but once again no words of 
blessing were provided. In each case the canticles, Magnifi- 
cat, Benedictus, and Nunc Dimittis supplied the words. A 
pantomime had been turned into an operetta. 

In many ways, some of which we already have observed, 
the canticles did not fit the context to which they were as- 
signed. We have seen how the words of the Magnificat raised 
questions about Mary, but now look at the questions they 
raised about Jesus. How did Jesus “scatter the proud” and 
“put down the mighty,” for example? The birth of John the 
Baptist did not constitute salvation “from our enemies and 
the hand of those who hate us.” No words or concepts in the 
canticles absolutely required a Christian context. These can- 
ticles, rather, focused on a concept of Jewish salvation. Many 
scholars, like Raymond Brown, believe these canticles were 
originally the products of the Qumran Jewish Christian com- 
munity known as the Anawim and were borrowed by Luke 
to flesh out his birth story. The Anawim were people who 
emphasized the idea of the remnant. They conceived of 
themselves as poor, defenseless ones who needed God's pro- 
tection. They held all their goods in common. It may have 
been the Jewish-Christian Anawim that provided Luke with 
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his image of the early Christian community described later 
in Acts (2:43-47; 4:32-37) and in the story of Ananias and 
Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). Luke became aware of these hymns, 
Raymond Brown suggests, then adapted them to his pur- 
poses and inserted them into this narrative.'* This idea is 
stoutly refuted by Michael Goulder.’” Yet both agree that the 
material of the canticles comes from Hebrew sources. The 
Magnificat is based on Hannah’s song (1 Sam. 2:1-10), and 
the Benedictus on the song of David (1 Kings 1:48ff), though 
clearly other references in each canticle can be discovered 
with a careful gleaning. 

Mary remained with Elizabeth for three months, said the 
narrative, or up to the moment of Elizabeth’s delivery, at 
which time Mary returned to her home. Her journey provid- 
ed the transition necessary to inform the audience that a new 
episode was about to begin. 

The next scene gives the details of John’s birth, his nam- 
ing, and his father Zechariah’s prophecy. It opens with an- 
other almost untranslatable Semitism. Literally the words 
say, “Now the days of Elizabeth’s bearing were fulfilled.” 
They are similar to the words used in Genesis to describe 
Rebecca’s delivery (Gen. 25:24). They would be repeated 
when Mary’s story was complete. The two annunciation sto- 
ries were now going to be completed with the paralleling of 
the two birth stories. 

Wonders that elicited awe from all the neighbors accom- 
panied John’s birth. Elizabeth, for example, picked the name 
of John, given by the angel to Zechariah but not shared by 
him with her, since he was mute. Zechariah confirmed this 
name in writing for the first time. In Isaiah 8 the prophet 
was ordered to write on a tablet the name of the child to be 
born. The tradition of midrash was still at work. Then sud- 
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denly Zechariah’s tongue was loosed and he was able to 
speak, and he blessed God. All of these events created fear 
and wonder and caused them to ask, “What then will this 
child be?” (Luke 1:66). It was in response to this question 
that Zechariah sang the words of prophecy that we have 
come to call the Benedictus. “A prophet of the Most High 
who will go before the Lord to prepare the way,” answered 
Zechariah. In Luke’s scheme, only one who was filled with 
the Holy Spirit could discern that future role. Zechariah had, 
by foresight, entered into the kingdom. The main reason for 
praising God was found in the fact that in Jesus, God had 
visited and redeemed the people. The canticle concluded 
with the note of the light of God coming to those in dark- 
ness. These words would later be echoed in another canticle 
called the Nunc Dimittis. John, said the Benedictus, would 
be a prophet of the most high. Later Jesus was to say of John, 
“He was a prophet and more than a prophet” (Luke 7:26). 
The adult portrait of John the Baptist was signaled again and 
again in the story of his birth. 

No, it was not history. It was never meant to be. It cannot 
be literalized. It is so filled with literal inconsistencies as to 
be nonsensical. It deals with rumor, charges, gossip, innu- 
endo, and the response of Christians who searched for clues 
in the sacred texts of the Jewish people. But this narrative 
points its readers inevitably toward that which was believed 
to be both real and true. Its content was, I believe, first an 
interpretive pageant that charmed audiences long before 
Luke’s Gospel was written. It was created out of the memory 
of the adult power of both John and Jesus. It had been made 
to serve the need in the Christian community to subordinate 
John to Jesus. Luke turned it into a narrative that introduced 
the corpus of his work. That corpus would describe John the 
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Baptist preparing the way for Jesus as an adult. We will meet 
this shadowy figure, clothed by Luke with the sense of a 
desert prophet emerging from the wilderness to call Israel to 
repentance and to prepare the way for the Christ. 

The curtain has come down on the first act of the birth 
drama. We now await the birth of the one for whom John 
was but a forerunner. 
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Luke's Story, Part II 


Luke, like Matthew, was deeply influenced by the style 
of Jewish midrash. In this tradition the Scriptures of antiquity 
could be teased, reinterpreted, and even reused until God’s 
revelation in the present was made consistent with God's reve- 
lation in the past. More important, yesterday’s understand- 
ing of Scripture was thought to illumine today’s experience 
and, therefore, today’s truth. 

Because the Christian enterprise had its beginning in a 
Jewish context, this Jewish way of searching the Scriptures 
for clues that would interpret present events became the 
Christian habit. Perhaps no other activity consumed the first 
Christians so completely as did their persistent and thorough 
search for pointers in holy writ to which they could turn to 
understand and thus to defend their experience with Jesus. 
Key passages of the Jewish Bible were collected quickly and 
used perhaps initially in a polemical defense against non- 
believing Jews. It was an interesting ploy to make Jewish 
holy writ serve an increasingly anti-Jewish bias. 

The first Christians, who were in fact also Jews, claimed 
the Jewish Scriptures as their own interpretive source of 
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authority. With these Scriptures they proved the role of 
“authentic Jewish Messiah” for their Jewish Jesus. Certain 
passages were crucial to this enterprise. The role of the ser- 
vant from Isaiah 40-55; the Twenty-second Psalm, which 
came to be read only in terms of the crucifixion; and the 
passage from Zechariah that lay behind the Palm Sunday 
celebration were, from the beginning, among the Christian 
favorites. 

In time these passages were used not only to interpret 
the remembered events of Jesus’ life but also actually to 
shape those events. The stories about Jesus were bent and 
twisted to match the interpretive passages of Scripture ap- 
plied to them. The notes of Psalm 22 about parting his gar- 
ments and casting lots were written into the story of the 
crucifixion. The words from the servant songs of Isaiah 
marked both Jesus’ baptism and his trial. The Micah refer- 
ence to Bethlehem as the anticipated place of origin for the 
hoped-for messiah in all probability created the Bethlehem 
tradition in the birth narratives of Jesus. Far from “fulfilling 
the Scriptures,” as the Christians once claimed, the ancient 
Scriptures actually determined the way people told what 
they thought they remembered. So it was that history and 
interpretation merged in practice even before being written 
down in the Gospels. 

So far removed are the average pew- sitters of our church- 
es from this understanding that these suggestions come as 
revolutionary and even hostile to those who think of them- 
selves as simple believers. They find these thoughts both in- 
credible and faith threatening. An enormous gulf separates 
the world of biblical scholarship and the understanding of 
the Bible present among the average churchgoers. 

Yes, there are raging debates in the circles of New Tes- 
tament scholarship. Were the canticles in Luke's birth narra- 
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tives originally Jewish songs or Christian songs? Do they 
have a Hebrew original form? Did Luke create them, or take 
them over and edit them to suit his purposes? There is a 
wide divergence of opinion on such questions. No one, how- 
ever, will even suggest that the canticles found in Luke rep- 
resent history or that any of the characters in Luke’s birth 
drama actually spoke or sang the canticles. To put it bluntly, 
Mary did not utter the Magnificat, Zechariah did not speak 
the Benedictus, Simeon did not sing the Nunc Dimittis. 

Scholars will debate the sources from which Matthew 
created or derived his wise men, and Luke, his shepherds. 
They will seek to understand whether there were two differ- 
ent traditions, both of which succeeded in making it into the 
written Christian narrative, or whether Luke, out of his an- 
tipathy toward those he thought of as “magus,” expressed 
in the Book of Acts (8:9ff; 13:6-—8), transformed Matthew’s 
kingly wise men into humble shepherds. That debate is vig- 
orous. No scholar that I know of, however, would argue for 
the historicity of either the magi or the shepherds. 

There is enormous debate over how and why Matthew 
and Luke crafted their stories of the virginal conception. Did 
they reflect the influence of Greek mythology? Were these 
narratives simply an attempt to apply the “virgin” text from 
Isaiah? Were they an apologetic to counter the Jewish conten- 
tion that Jesus was illegitimate? Was it some combination of 
these, coupled with other elements too complex to mention 
in the space available to me in this volume? 

These are the issues that are argued among the scholars. 
No one in scholarly circles that I know of, however, is willing 
to defend the historicity or the literalness of the virgin birth 
story! Continued belief in a literal, biological virgin birth for 
Jesus of Nazareth is based only on a faith or a dogmatic 
commitment. It cannot rest on the evidence. Such a belief is 
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no longer defended on the basis of Scripture, not even by 
Roman Catholic scholars, who have much more invested the- 
ologically in this possibility than Protestant Christians do. 

The fact that these ideas are commonplace among the 
biblical scholars of our world and yet are all but unknown 
among the average worshipers in either church or synagogue 
is, in my Opinion, scandalous. It cannot help but be a reflec- 
tion of the ecclesiastical hierarchy’s fear that such knowledge, 
if broadly shared, would render the faithful faithless. Con- 
servative bishops and priests content themselves by asserting 
that biblical scholarship is an ever-changing, inexact science 
that cannot be counted on for final answers. They argue that 
we must, therefore, trust the church’s historic teaching au- 
thority. It is a weak and almost pathetic argument. 

Biblical scholarship certainly is changing and inexact. 
From my attempt to read the field to prepare to write this 
volume, I can attest to the debate, the challenges, the criti- 
cisms that one scholar presents to another, sometimes on the 
most minute points. Does Phanuel, listed as the father of 
Anna the prophetess (Luke 2:36ff), relate to the place of Pen- 
uel in Genesis 32:30, where Jacob said there he “saw God 
face to face”?! I suspect few of the faithful will ever know 
about this point, while scholars are busy choosing up sides 
in the debate. 

Yet amid the changes and the arguments in the world of 
New Testament scholarship there is a consensus that cannot 
be denied. The stories of Jesus’ birth are not literal. They are 
not biographical. They were created out of the interpretative 
process of midrash. They are attached to external events that 
might be remembered rather imprecisely. They attest to the 
faith of the community that created them, not to the literal 
details of their telling. My readers must enter this under- 
standing, stand inside this tradition, ask the right questions, 
and make the proper assumptions. Only then will the birth 
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narratives of the New Testament begin to communicate the 
truth that they contain. 

In this chapter I turn my attention to what is probably 
the best-known portion of the Bible. It portrays Mary and 
Joseph’s journey to Bethlehem in response to the orders of 
the Roman government. It tells of a stable, a crib, swaddling 
cloths, and a newborn baby. It introduces to us hillside shep- 
herds and angelic hosts, who announce from the heavens the 
birth of Jesus and invite the shepherds to go in search of this 
wonder. It describes that meeting and forever transforms that 
stable into a place of intense romance, which in time pro- 
duces tales of a “little drummer boy” who plays his drum for 
this child and a shepherd who speaks to a lamb to inquire, 
“Do you see what I see?” 

The drama moves on from Bethlehem to Jerusalem and 
from the stable to the temple. The téxt introduces us to an 
old priest and an elderly prophetess, both of whom are 
waiting for all that this baby has come to signify to the 
Christian world. The birth narrative of Luke then concludes 
with the story of the boy Jesus in the temple. In this final 
episode not only did this Jesus confound the scribes, but he 
claimed the temple and was lost for three days. Each of those 
was a note that would be struck again before Luke had com- 
pleted his narrative. When we see these connections, we 
wonder why we have never seen them before, for they be- 
come so obvious. Forewarned, we now turn to the second 
act of Luke’s drama. 

Luke opened this act in a now-familiar way. He set the 
stage with time and place and then introduced the princi- 
pals. The time was during the reign of Caesar Augustus, 
when Quirinius was governor of Syria and an enrollment, or 
census, was ordered. It was the first enrollment under Quir- 
inius, Luke added. This census required each male person to 
go to his native city to be counted. 
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Luke’s facts here seem to be confused. Herod died in 
4 B.C.£. Quirinius was not made legate in Syria until 6 C.£., a 
decade later. There is no record of any census in which peo- 
ple had to return to their ancestral home, nor would one’s 
wife have had to make such a journey. Wives neither voted 
nor paid taxes, for this was a man’s world.? Josephus did 
record a census under Quirinius that took place in 6-7 C.E., 
but it covered only Galilee, not Judea.’ There is no corrobor- 
ative evidence in secular records anywhere of a worldwide 
census ordered by the Roman emperor. Luke was not a care- 
ful historian. The census that Luke seemed to be confused 
about is referred to a second time in the Book of Acts (5:36- 
37). The census ordered by Quirinius in 6-7 c.£. provoked a 
rebellion by Judas the Galilean, the founder of the Zealots. 
That Judas led this uprising was mentioned in Gamaliel’s 
speech as one of the messianic possibilities that came to 
nothing.* 

Luke was aware, as the early Christians all seemed to be 
aware, that Jesus was a child of Nazareth in Galilee. Yet the 
need for the early Christians to portray Jesus as the heir of 
David and the fulfillment of all the expectations of the He- 
brew Scriptures required that his early origins be Judean, 
and even more specifically, that he had to be born in the city 
of David, which was Bethlehem. Luke needed a literary de- 
vice to get Joseph and Mary into Bethlehem before the birth 
of Jesus could be told. His sources and the tradition of which 
he was aware did not allow him to assume, as Matthew did, 
that Jesus lived in Bethlehem in a house with his parents. 
The census and the ancestral home story, which Luke him- 
self may have created, served his literary purpose. Recall that 
Matthew had to develop a narrative to explain how the holy 
family came to live in Nazareth, and this occasioned another 
dream vision for Joseph (Matt. 2:22, 23). In both Gospels the 
Bethlehem tradition is tenuous at best. It appears to have 
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been created under the influence of the Book of Micah to 
meet apologetic needs. The Nazareth connection has about 
it the ring of authenticity. 

There was a second reason to which Luke also seems 
responsive. Everything about the birth of Jesus had to reveal 
a status higher than that ascribed to John the Baptist. John 
was, for Luke, a Jewish figure born during the reign of 
Herod. Jesus was a world figure whose birth was dated from 
a decree from Caesar. John’s birthplace was anonymous. Je- 
sus was born in the city of David to which he was brought 
by Scripture and divine guidance.® So Luke took a census, of 
which he was vaguely aware, that had occurred, he thought, 
sometime near the time of the birth of Jesus, and he used it 
to accomplish his literary purposes. Is it literally probable 
that any first-century man would have put his near-term 
pregnant wife on a donkey and forced her to ride sidesaddle 
for approximately one hundred miles from Nazareth to Beth- 
lehem? As one feminist scholar observed after reading this 
narrative, “Only a man who had never had a baby could 
have written that account.”6 

He would also use this narrative to underline again one 
of his central themes. Luke wanted his Roman friends, and 
most particularly “Most excellent Theophilus,” to whom this 
Gospel was addressed, to know that Christianity was not a 
movement of political rebellion, and Rome should therefore 
offer to Christians the full protection of the law. Luke would 
strike this note once more in the passion narrative, where he 
had the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate assert three times 
that Jesus was innocent of the charges against him (Luke 23). 

Jesus was not a promoter of the rebellion against Rome 
that led to the destruction of the temple in 70 c.£., Luke was 
asserting. He was not part of the rebellion that began when 
Judas, the zealot of Galilee, refused to be obedient to the 
taxation demanded by Caesar’s delegate Quirinius. The 
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Galilean parents of Jesus, in contrast to this Judas, were obe- 
dient to the decree ordering a tax enrollment. They jour- 
neyed to their ancestral home. In God's scheme this set of 
circumstances allowed the Davidic savior to be born in the 
city of the Jewish royal family, Bethlehem, because Joseph 
was of the house and lineage of David.’ It was a fascinating 
use of material. One thing further needs to be noted. Only 
in chapter 2 of Luke’s Gospel is Joseph named. He was not 
a major figure in Luke’s story of Jesus. 

How long Joseph and Mary were in Bethlehem before 
the child was born is uncertain and not important to the 
author# The important detail and the focus in Luke’s birth 
story was where they laid the baby. This baby when born 
was to be swaddled and then placed in a manger because of 
the lack of space in the lodgings. The manger was mentioned 
three times (Luke 2:8, 12, 16). The emphasis was not on the 
innkeeper. Indeed, there is no innkeeper in this narrative. 
The innkeeper is a product of homiletical zeal wedded to 
biblical literalism. Sermons excoriating the innkeeper for in- 
hospitality or praising the innkeeper for sensitivity to a wom- 
an in labor and putting her into private, if nonetheless 
humble, space are unworthy of Luke’s genius. But alas, faith- 
ful churchgoers are probably condemned to the fate of hear- 
ing innkeeper sermons for generations yet to come. 

The manger did not symbolize poverty but a peculiarity 
of location caused by circumstances. The lack of lodging was 
the means Luke employed to explain the use of the manger. 
Perhaps there is, as Hendrickx suggests, an allusion here to 
Jeremiah (14:8), where the prophet complained that when 
God visited the chosen people, God did not stay with those 
who were God's people but lodged in an inn, as a foreign 
traveler would do. The child Jesus, as an expression of God's 
new disposition toward the people, should not stay in an inn 
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but should tabernacle with the people.® The key to this con- 
cept is in the meaning of the word manger. 

Isaiah had written many years before, “The ox knows his 
owner and the ass its master’s crib; but Israel does not know, 
my people do not understand” (Isa. 1:3). “Master’s crib” is 
translated in the Septuagint by the same word that Luke 
used here for manger. By placing the Savior in a manger, by 
making that the place where the shepherds were to find him, 
Luke was saying that God's people were finally beginning to 
know the one who created and chose them.? They would 
know their owner and their owner’s manger. This theme was 
solidified in the double use of the phrase “swaddling cloths” 
in verse 7 and again in verse 12. In the apocryphal Book of 
Wisdom, Solomon, Judah’s wealthiest king, said, “I was care- 
fully swaddled and nursed, for no king has any other way to 
begin at birth” (Wisd. of Sol. 7:4, 5). To be wrapped in swad- 
dling cloths (not clothes) was a sign that Israel’s Messiah, its 
real King, was not an outcast among his people but was 
properly received and was one to whom proper care was 
given. Perhaps here again there was a veiled allusion to the 
rumors about Jesus’ illegitimate status, for an illegitimate 
child would remain an outcast in Israel. But God had covered 
this scandal with the overpowering presence of the Holy 
Spirit. The baby Jesus was wrapped in swaddling cloths, for, 
as Solomon suggested, this was the way every king began at 
birth. He was placed and found in the manger because he 
knew the God to whom he belonged. 

The last note in this opening segment was the assertion 
that Jesus was Mary’s firstborn (prototokos) son. This phrase 
assumed that there were other children and made no sense 
apart from that assumption. In Luke’s time there was no tra- 
dition of Jesus being the only child or of the perpetual vir- 
ginity of Mary. Those ideas would emerge much later and 
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would be in the service of a totally different theological agen- 
da, to which we shall shortly turn. But here Luke simply 
meant that there was no child before Jesus, so he could enjoy 
the status of the firstborn. This piece of data was mentioned 
here to make sensible the offering for the male child who 
first opened the woman’s womb, about which Luke would 
tell his readers later in this chapter (2:22—24). The first scene 
was now complete, and the attention of the audience was 
directed to another part of the stage where the next scene 
commenced at once. 

A_revelation of God must be received or it ceases to be 
revelatory. The revelation of God in Jesus was thought by the 
author of this narrative to have been the crucial moment in 
human history. Attention must therefore be paid to those he 
chose to be the recipients of that revelation. In the early 
Christian proclamation, as reflected in both Paul and Mark, 
the christological moment of revelation was the resurrection. 
Those who were the recipients of that revelation were the 
disciples, who were thus charged with the responsibility to 
be witnesses and apostles to the world. Luke, however, had 
moved that christological moment back to conception, about 
which only Mary, Elizabeth, and presumably Joseph and 
Zechariah, knew. When this life was born, somehow the 
world needed to respond. Matthew addressed that need with 
the magi. Luke did it with shepherds. The response to the 
revelation of God in Christ was always twofold. There was 
both acceptance/praise and rejection/persecution. Matthew 
hinted at this in the gifts of the wise men. Luke included the 
acceptance/praise motif in the response of the shepherds and 
the rejection/persecution motif in the prophetic warning is- 
sued by the old priest Simeon when Jesus was presented in 
the temple. 

So the Lucan spotlight was now turned to another part 
of the stage, where it captured a group of shepherds tending 
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their flocks in the open country somewhere outside the little 
town of Bethlehem. Records indicate that tending the flocks 
outside at night was done only from May to November, 
though dating the birth of Jesus that specifically did not ap- 
pear to be important to Luke. 

What was the meaning of the shepherds? A study of 
comparative religions reveals that shepherds were present in 
the birth narrative of the god Mithra and in the infancy story 
of the god Osiris. But neither seems to be a source for Luke’s 
shepherd story. There was also in Jewish writings a negativ- 
ity toward shepherds. “A father does not train his son to be 
a herdsman,” said a midrash, “for that is the craft of rob- 
bers.”"° Perhaps Luke wanted to say that even at his birth 
Jesus lived among outcasts, but of that we cannot be certain. 

What we do know is that Luke’s attention was focused 
on Bethlehem. Mary and Joseph had to go to Bethlehem 
(Luke 2:4). The shepherds following their heavenly vision 
said, “Let us go now even to Bethlehem” (Luke 2:15). Luke 
has thus informed us on two occasions that Bethlehem was 
the city of David (Luke 2: 4, 11). David was the shepherd boy 
called by God when still a child, young and ruddy, to be 
king of Israel (1 Sam. 16:10ff). David left his flocks to re- 
spond to this call from God. On two occasions the Hebrew 
Scriptures referred to something called the Migdal Eder, 
which means the tower of the flocks. That tower on both 
occasions was located at or near Bethlehem (Gen. 35:16-21; 
Mic. 4:8—51). In the Genesis account, the Tower of Eder was 
also associated with childbirth. Rachel, dying in childbirth 
when Benjamin was born, was buried in Bethlehem, and her 
grieving husband, Jacob/Israel, journeyed just beyond Beth- 
lehem and spread his tent beyond the tower of the flocks. 
Bethlehem was crucial to the birth narrative, and shepherds 
seemed to be crucial to the meaning of Bethlehem. The birth 
of Jesus in Bethlehem was certainly an important part of the 
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Christian story and is even mentioned in the fourth Gospel. 
John had Jesus’ detractors arguing about his origin and say- 
ing, “Has not the scripture said that the Christ is descended 
from David and comes from Bethlehem, the village where 
David was?” (John 7:42). The Hebrew text that lay behind 
the Bethlehem tradition was found in the Book of Micah. 
Raymond Brown believes that Luke’s story in chapter 2 is 
shaped by and may even be a commentary on Micah 4 and 5. 
To that passage, therefore, our attention must be directed.” 

The picture in that segment of the Book of Micah is one 
of Jerusalem being threatened by the armies of Assyria. 
Many nations were saying that Zion was finished. But they 
did not know the thoughts of the Lord, said Micah. The 
suffering of Zion was not, and would not be, terminal. It was 
rather to be likened to a woman in labor, writhing in pain, 
but the final result would not be captivity in Assyria but 
rescue and redemption by the Lord. Then people would 
know that Zion was the mountain of the Lord. Jerusalem was 
the Migdal Eder, the tower of the flocks to whom the king- 
dom would be restored. The agent of that restoration would 
be a ruler who rose up from David's place of origin, Bethle- 
hem. Then those who asked, “Why do you cry aloud?” “Is 
there no king in you?” (Mic. 4:9), would see the crying re- 
placed with joy and the assertion being made that indeed the 
King of kings was present in Bethlehem. People the world 
over would flow to Jerusalem. 

As Luke’s story opened, people were flowing toward 
Jerusalem/Bethlehem in response to the call for a census, 
bringing Joseph and Mary in particular to the city of David. 
Later, he once again portrayed the people flowing toward 
Jerusalem in the triumphant entry that preceded the last 
events in Jesus’ life. Twice in Micah there was mention of a 
woman in birth pangs (Mic. 4:9, 10; 5:2, 3). The words of the 
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angels “this day” became a fulfillment of the words of Micah 
that God would give up his people until the time “when she 
who is in travail shall bring forth” (Mic. 5:3). “Then the rest 
of his brethren shall return to the people of Israel,” and the 
new Bethlehem-born ruler “shall stand and feed his flock in 
the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the name of the 
Lord his God” (Mic. 5:4). Micah focused on the triumph that 
would occur in Jerusalem/Zion through the Bethlehem-born 
ruler, while Luke shifted his total attention to Bethlehem. It 
was to Bethlehem that one went to see the Lord. The tower 
of the flocks was in Bethlehem. Bethlehem, not Jerusalem, 
was for Luke the city of David. It was a powerful theological 
connection but not necessarily a historical connection. 
Luke’s story of the angels’ annunciation to the shepherds 
followed a modified outline of all the biblical annunciation 
stories. The angels appeared, the shepherds were filled with 
fear, the angels asked them not to be afraid and delivered 
the birth announcement. This announcement was modeled 
on Isaiah 9:5-6, “To us a child is born, a son is given.” In 
Isaiah this child was heir of David, so royal titles followed. 
The child would be called “Wonderful Counselor, Mighty 
God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.” Luke substituted 
for these royal words the titles for Jesus used in the early 
Christian proclamation—Savior, Messiah, Lord (Luke 2:11). 
No one asked, “How shall this be?” as was customary in 
annunciation narratives. But this was not a customary an- 
nunciation. It was not about something yet to occur but 
something that had already occurred. A sign was given. 
“This will be a sign for you: you will find the babe wrapped 
in swaddling cloths and lying in a manger” (Luke 2:12). Then 
the heavens were aglow with the spirits who dwelt in God’s 
presence and who sang God’s praise. Only in this single bib- 
lical episode was the canticle of praise not sung by the 
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receiver of the revelation. The angelic song carried with it a 
distinct echo of Isaiah 52:7, where good tidings, peace, and 
the reign of God were proclaimed. 

In this revelatory moment the divine glory shone all 
around them. It was the same glory that brightened Moses’ 
countenance after his face-to-face meeting with God. It was 
the same glory that marked the overshadowing presence of 
God in the story of the transfiguration. 

“Peace in heaven and glory in the highest,” words highly 
reminiscent of the song of the angels, were the words that 
greeted Jesus on the first Palm Sunday in Luke's story (Luke 
19:37, 38). But Luke in this narrative moved that moment of 
revelation from the resurrection to Jesus’ birth, hence sug- 
gesting that God’s angels recognized at birth what the disci- 
ples came to see after Jesus’ death. The one who was King, 
Savior, and Messiah had come in the name of the Lord. 

The shepherds, like Mary and Joseph earlier, now went 
to Bethlehem. By a simple stroll across the stage, the two 
scenes of this drama came together. Mary swaddled him 
with cloths and placed him in a manger. The shepherds came 
to find the one so swaddled and lying in a manger. Israel 
was at last coming to know the manger of the Lord (Isa. 1:3). 
The response of all who heard the tale of the shepherds was 
wonder and astonishment. In the heart of Mary the angelic 
song found roots in the fertile soil of belief. 

Mary alone, for Luke, would interpret these signs cor- 
rectly after Jesus was exalted to the heavenly place, for Luke 
would portray her as part of the gathered community, the 
second body, on whom the Holy Spirit would be poured at 
Pentecost (Acts 2). In that community she would hear Jesus 
glorified as Lord, Savior, Messiah (Acts 2:36; 5:31). The mes- 
sage of the angels to the shepherds and of the shepherds to 
Mary would finally become the message to the world. 
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This scene closed with the departure of the shepherds 
glorifying and praising God. The narrative now moved on to 
the episode of circumcising and naming this child. In this 
scene the parents were not mentioned. This segment of 
Luke’s Gospel used the phrase “the time came” to indicate a 
carefully planned schema, almost an inexorable process. 
“The time came” for Mary’s delivery, for the circumcision and 
naming and for the presentation in the temple. The ritualistic 
acts performed in obedience to the law were as mandated as 
the birth process itself. Jesus, Yeshua, Joshua, was obedient 
in every detail to the law of the Jewish people. 

The presentation in the temple is a fascinating episode 
because the purification rite indicated a natural birth. As I 
mentioned previously, the virgin birth did not appear to be 
assumed anywhere else, either in this chapter or in the re- 
mainder of Luke’s story. The dialogue between Mary and the 
angel was the sole place where virgin birth appears to have 
been written into Luke’s text. It was certainly not an essential 
element in his story. 

Before this drama moved too far afield, Luke paused to 
introduce us to two additional receivers of the revelation of 
Jesus, Simeon and Anna, an old priest and a prophetess. The 
setting had shifted. Bethlehem had been left, Jerusalem had 
been entered. Originally the rite of purification and the rite 
of presentation were two separate and distinct rites, but 
Luke confused them totally. The first rite was the consecra- 
tion of the child to the Lord. It was based on two texts in the 
Book of Exodus. The first text said, “The Lord said to Moses, 
‘Consecrate to me all the first-born; Whatever is first to open 
the womb among the people of Israel . . . is mine’” (Exod. 
13:1). The second text said, “And when the Lord brings you 
into the land of the Canaanites, as he swore to you and your 
fathers, and shall give it to you, you shall set apart to the 
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Lord all that first opens the womb” (Exod. 13:11). No one 
was concerned at that point in Christian history with such 
questions as whether Mary’s womb had actually been 
opened or whether her perpetual virginity had been kept 
intact. That would come, but not yet. 

The custom of dedicating the firstborn came out of the 
Passover tradition of Israel. Recall that in the Passover mo- 
ment, all the firstborn were slain except the firstborn of the 
house of Israel, who were all spared (Exod. 2:29ff). So the 
lives of the firstborn were to be lived in thanksgiving, or in 
eucharistia. Later, the role of the firstborn dedicated to God 
was taken over by the Levites, who assumed the role of those 
people of Israel who were especially consecrated to the ser- 
vice of God (Num. 8:15, 16). With the Levites in the role of 
God’s consecrated ones, all others of the Jewish firstborn 
could purchase their lives back from God's service for the 
sum of five shekels. This sum was paid at the sanctuary in 
the temple at a formal presentation ceremony. If it was paid, 
there was no obligation for the parents to bring the child in 
for redemption. That was the liturgical practice that lay be- 
hind what Luke called the presentation. 

The second liturgical act was the purification of the 
mother after childbirth. It was required by the Book of Levit- 
icus. “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Say to the people of Israel, 
If a woman conceives, and bears a male child, then she shall 
be unclean seven days; as at the time of her menstruation, 
she shall be unclean. And on the eighth day the flesh of his 
foreskin shall be circumcised. Then she shall continue for 
thirty-three days in the blood of her purifying; she shall not 
touch any hallowed thing, nor come into the sanctuary, until 
the days of her purifying are completed’” (Lev. 12:1—4). The 
text continued to say that if the firstborn was a female, the 
mother should be unclean for two weeks, and sixty-six days 
would be required for her purifying. The low value of a woman 
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was everywhere assigned in the Bible. When the woman did 
come for purification, the offering of a lamb was required. If 
a lamb could not be afforded, two turtle doves or pigeons 
might be substituted. Then the priest should make atone- 
ment for the woman, and she should be declared clean.” 

Luke, or his source, blended the two ceremonies and at 
the same time gave us an indication of the absence of wealth 
in this family by mention of the turtle doves offered instead 
of the lamb. He had also omitted the payment of the five 
shekels to redeem the firstborn male from God’s service. Per- 
haps that was purposefully omitted as a way of saying that 
Jesus remained in God's service his entire life. 

Behind this narrative was the Hebrew story of the pre- 
sentation of Samuel. In both stories the child of promise was 
presented to an old priest in the temple, Samuel to Eli, Jesus 
to Simeon. Eli blessed Samuel’s parents as Simeon blessed 
Jesus’ parents. The Samuel story made a reference to the 
women who ministered at the gates of the city with whom 
the sons of Eli were improperly related. The Jesus story re- 
ferred to Anna, a woman who never left the temple and who 
lived in her virginity for a lifetime. She worshiped, prayed, 
and fasted daily. The birth drama of John the Baptist began 
with a description of an upright, law-observant man and 
woman named Zechariah and Elizabeth. Now it closed with 
the account of an upright, law-observant man and woman 
named Simeon and Anna. 

Simeon greeted the child Jesus and uttered the words of 
prophecy. The future greatness of Jesus would be made pos- 
sible first by his obedience to the law and second by the pow- 
er of the Spirit. Simeon, now inspired by that same Spirit, 
uttered the canticle we call Nunc Dimittis. Whether Luke got 
this canticle from the Anawim community, as Raymond 
Brown contends, or created it out of Hebrew references, as 
Michael Goulder argues, makes little difference. Its primary 
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purpose was quite simply to explore the meaning of Jesus. 
The canticle contains an echo of the words of Jacob at the 
time of his death, when, through God's providence, his son 
Joseph had been found (Gen. 46:30). Peace came because 
God had completed God’s word." The angelic chorus had 
promised peace to those in whom God was well pleased. 
Simeon was one of those favored ones. References to Second 
Isaiah also abound in this canticle. Seeing salvation in the 
presence of all the people was reflected in Isaiah 59:10. “A 
light to the Gentiles” is a phrase used in both Isaiah 49:6 and 
Isaiah 42:6. “Glory for Israel” was recorded in Isaiah 40:5 as 
well as Isaiah 46:13. The canticle did serve to enhance Luke’s 
call to universalism. 

Simeon was vocalizing the understanding of the place the 
Gentiles would occupy in the kingdom that would later be 
associated with Peter and Paul in the Book of Acts. Peter 
would tell how God visited the Gentiles to make of them a 
people for his name. Israel, “a chosen people out of all the 
nations,” had been reinterpreted to include the Gentiles 
(Acts 15:14ff). This action proclaimed by Peter was concluded 
in the closing verses of Acts when Paul said, “Let it be 
known to you then that the salvation of God has been sent 
to the Gentiles” (Acts 28:28). 

Simeon’s second oracle concerned “the fall and rising of 
many in Israel” (Luke 2:34) and then referred to an image of 
a sword piercing the heart of Mary (Luke 2:35). Simeon was 
given the insight of a seer, who could see the twin responses 
of salvation for Israel and the Gentiles alike on one hand, 
and rejection and catastrophe on the other. To Mary he spoke 
the words that conveyed his vision. Later in Luke’s Gospel 
Jesus would talk of the division he would bring, father 
against son, mother against daughter (12:51—53). Simeon in- 
corporated that into the second oracle. Jesus was sent for the 
purpose of judgment. Some would rise, and some would fall. 
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He would be for some a stumbling stone and to others a 
cornerstone (Luke 20:17, 18). This popular theme in the early 
church found expression in Romans (9:32) and in I Peter 
(2:6). Jesus, when rejected by the Jews, would be offered to 
and embraced by the Gentiles. The movement would go from 
Jerusalem of the Jews to Rome of the Gentiles. Luke had 
placed into the mouth of Simeon not just the shadow of the 
cross but the story that would unfold in the Book of Acts. 
Mary could not be spared the sword of pain, but she would 
decide positively and would be part of the community of the 
Holy Spirit, in which all the language barriers of all the na- 
tions would fade as the Gentiles came to the light. 

Then the prophetess Anna greeted the child. Her wid- 
owhood, devoted to worship, prayer, and fasting, expressed 
the ideals of the Anawim community. This life opened her to 
the spirit of prophecy and enabled her to recognize Jesus. 
More than any other Gospel writer, Luke mentioned wid- 
ows. A Christian widow was described in the First Epistle to 
Timothy (5:3-16) as being over sixty years old, married only 
once, one who continued in prayer day and night, someone 
much like Anna. The virtues extolled in widowhood seemed 
important to the Jewish people and thus to the early Chris- 
tians. In the days of the Apocrypha, Judith was a widow of 
the tribe of Simeon who delivered Judah from peril. Judith 
also spent her days observing the law and fasting. After de- 
livering her people, she gave thanks to God in a canticle of 
praise and lived to be 105 years old. This was the age that 
Luke seemed to attribute to Anna in this vignette, according 
to Raymond Brown. If this is an accurate reading it would 
hardly be a coincidence, I would wager.'® 

The birth narrative is now drawn to a close. Mary and 
Joseph had performed everything according to the law of 
the Lord, so they returned to Galilee, to “their own city, 
Nazareth” (Luke 2:39). John the Baptist was said to have 
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grown strong in spirit. Jesus was said to have grown, become 
strong, “filled with wisdom; and the favor of God was upon 
him” (Luke 2:40). Since Jesus was conceived by the Spirit, he 
could not grow in the Spirit.'"7 The narrative seemed to be 
over. I suspect that the original Christmas pageant did con- 
clude here. John and Jesus had both been taken through an- 
nunciation, birth, circumcision, and naming experiences. At 
every point the superiority of Jesus to John had been assert- 
ed. It had been a dramatic pageant, but Luke had one further 
story he wanted to add, and so he did, even though it cre- 
ated editorial awkwardness. 

The story is quite different from the birth material, leav- 
ing scholars to debate whether it was independent or part of 
Luke’s creative genius.'® In this narrative Joseph was called 
Jesus’ father, and Mary was astonished at her son, an aston- 
ishment that seemed strange so soon after the annunciation. 
This story also contains fewer Semitisms than found in the 
remainder of the birth narrative. It marks a shift from a rev- 
elation about Jesus to a revelation from Jesus. It is the only 
story in any Gospel that purports to penetrate that period of 
Jesus’ life between birth and baptism, unless John’s account 
of the wedding in Cana is put into this category.'? Many such 
stories occur in the noncanonical Gospels. They all seem to 
be illustrative of the christological moment coming at an ear- 
lier and earlier time in Jesus’ life. 

The visit of the boy Jesus to Jerusalem was presented as 
an illustration of the piety of Mary and Joseph. They went 
up “every year” to celebrate the greatest of all Jewish fes- 
tivals. They had been obedient to the law in circumcision, 
purification, presentation, and now in the observance in 
Jerusalem of the Passover. Could the note that Jesus was 
twelve also indicate that it was a trip designed to celebrate 
the maturing process, which came to be called bar mitzvah? 
Or was it a midrash tale based on a story from the Book of 
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Susanna that tells of Daniel at age twelve receiving the spirit 
of understanding? In any event, this episode suggested that 
the christological awareness occurred when Jesus was old 
enough to express himself; it did not wait until the heavenly 
voice adopted him at baptism. All that voice really did was 
to reveal publicly what he already was. As a boy he was 
capable of creating wonder and awe. Stories that purported 
to reveal startling knowledge in childhood were also part of 
the tradition surrounding Buddha, Osiris, Cyrus the king of 
the Persians, Alexander the Great, and Caesar Augustus. The 
Jewish historian Josephus suggested that Moses’ growth in 
understanding far outdistanced his growth in years.” So, 
Luke attested, at age. twelve Jesus would reveal that he was 
aware of his origins.”! 

Luke began his Gospel in the temple with the vision of 
Zechariah. He would end his Gospel with the disciples “con- 
tinually in the temple blessing God” (Luke 24:53). The adult 
Jesus would claim the temple as “my Father’s house,” as the 
first act following the Palm Sunday parade. In-this episode 
Jesus would claim that temple in his boyhood. 

Luke’s birth story was now complete. Here we have the 
account of the origin of the one recognized as Messiah and 
proclaimed as Lord in the exaltation of Easter. This narrative 
would also serve the church well as it sought to protect the 
reputation of Mary from the taunts of those who would sug- 
gest that Jesus was baseborn. But it was above all else an 
exercise in Christian midrash, an interpretation based on 
familiar texts of the past. It was never intended to be a 
biography. 

Is it true? If that question is an inquiry into the literal 
historical truth of this narrative, the answer is, of course, no! 
Indeed, as I hope is clear by now, that is not even a proper 
question to ask. There was no biologically literal virgin birth, 
no miraculous overcoming of barrenness in the birth of John 
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the Baptist, no angel Gabriel who appeared to Zechariah or 
to Mary, no deaf muteness, no angelic chorus that peopled 
the heavens to announce Jesus’ birth to hillside shepherds, 
no journey to Bethlehem, no presentation or purification in 
Jerusalem, and no childhood temple story. Indeed, in all 
probability Jesus was born in Nazareth in a very normal way 
either as the child of Mary and Joseph, or else he was an 
illegitimate child that Joseph validated by acknowledging 
him as Joseph’s son. All that can be stated definitely is that 
the echoes of the status of illegitimacy appear to be far 
stronger in the text than the suggestion that Jesus was Mary’s 
child by Joseph. 

But if by asking “Is it true?” one intends to inquire into 
the meaning of Jesus’ life that accepts symbols, myths, and 
romantic imagination, that breaks the limitation of human 
words when employed to make rational sense out of the 
mystery of the divine, then the answer is yes. Yes, these 
narratives capture truth to the eyes of faith; truth that mere 
prose cannot capture. This truth touches the hearts of men 
and women in every generation with the power of its insight. 

In this alien and sometimes hostile universe, when frag- 
ile human beings stare into the vastness of space wondering 
whether they are alone, the message of these narratives 
comes to proclaim that beyond our finitude there is the infin- 
ity of a God who embraces us, and that this God has drawn 
near to us in the person of Jesus. Through that divine life, 
human beings have received the ultimate validation of their 
worth. Heaven and earth have come together in a babe born 
in Bethlehem. We are not alone. We are not just an accident 
of a mindless physical process of evolution. We are special 
folk, the recipients of the love of God. Our humanity has 
been judged a worthy vehicle in which the love of God can 
dwell. The Holy Spirit hovers over each of us to assist in the 
process of the Christ being born in us. So we too can sing 
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glory to God in the highest, and we too can journey to those 
places that become Bethlehem for us, the places where God 
is experienced as dwelling in our midst and inviting us to 
come, worship, and adore. 
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disciples, he chose the twelve to launch his movement that 
would be known among some as the New Israel. 

Then Jesus went home to Nazareth (verse 19), where first 
a crowd pressed upon him and then his family sought to 
seize him (verse 21). People were saying, “He is beside him- 
self” (verse 21). That was the common way of saying he was 
crazy. To be beside oneself was to be out of one’s mind, to 
be schizophrenic. The scribes who came down from Jerusa- 
lem confirmed this diagnosis by suggesting that he was pos- 
sessed of the devil. Jesus defended himself against those 
charges by suggesting that Satan could not cast out Satan. 
Then he added, “A house divided against itself will not stand” 
(verse 25). His house, that is, his family, certainly appeared 
to be divided. Then he added that “no one can enter a strong 
man’s house and plunder his goods unless he first binds the 
strong man. Then indeed he may plunder his house” (verse 
27). Could this be an autobiographical note that his family 
would understand? Was Joseph the strong man who once 
was bound while his goods, including his betrothed, were 
plundered? Why the placement of this vignette immediately 
after the note that his family came to take him away? It is an 
interesting question. 

Then, to make the argument even stronger, Jesus went 
on to talk about sin against the Holy Spirit. All sins were 
to be forgiven, he asserted, except the sin against the Holy 
Spirit. “’Whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit never 
has forgiveness, but is guilty of an eternal sin’—for they had 
said, ‘He has an unclean spirit’” (Mark 3:29, 30). An illegiti- 
mate child born out of wedlock was to be cursed. He would 
possess the evil spirit of the violator. But the Holy Spirit had 
spread the divine protective cover over the violated one, pro- 
nouncing this child to be holy, to be of God. The scandal of 
the conception had been absorbed by Mary, who responded 
to God, “Be it unto me according to your word” (Luke 1:36). 
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Birth Hints from Mark and John 


Although only Matthew and Luke recorded a birth tra- 
dition, illuminating hints about Jesus’ origins can be found 
elsewhere in the Christian Scriptures. We have already ex- 
amined what Paul seems to say on this subject, slight and 
negligible as it is. But before completing this biblical survey, 
I want to scan the other two Gospels, Mark and John, for 
clues. 

Mark, being the earlier work (65 to 70 c.£.), though de- 
void of a birth tradition is not devoid of a tradition about 
Jesus and his family in their adulthood. The image of Jesus’ 
relationship to his family in Mark is a hostile one. Jesus had 
been in the region of Capernaum, Tyre, and Sidon. He had 
created a bit of a stir. He had challenged the rule on fasting. 
He had violated the Sabbath by picking, and allowing his 
disciples to eat, grain from the fields through which they 
were walking (2:23ff). He had announced that the Sabbath 
was made for man (2:27, 28) and had proceeded to demon- 
strate this in a synagogue on the Sabbath day by healing a 
man’s withered hand (3:1-6). Then, withdrawing with his 
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The scandal of the cross had been absorbed by the child of 
Mary’s womb, who said, “Not my will but thine be done” 
(Luke 22:44). In both cases the presence of God in the person 
of an angel had brought the life threatened by the scandal of 
rejection under its protection. A crucified one was pro- 
claimed to be God’s son by the heavenly messenger at the 
resurrection. Could it be that a child of fornication or rape 
was proclaimed to be God’s son by another heavenly messen- 
ger at his birth? Was Mark’s message placed on Jesus’ lips 
to assert that anyone not seeing in Jesus’ life the validation 
of the Spirit of God was committing the unforgivable sin? 
Surely these are questions and hints worthy of both historical 
and theological consideration. 

Mark’s narrative continues. His mother and his brothers 
were standing outside the crowd and calling him to come to 
them. His family, who had perhaps rejected him and his 
membership in their divided household because of his ques- 
tionable origins, was now rejected by him. “Who are my 
mother and my brothers?” Jesus responded. Then, looking 
around on those who sat about him, he said, “Here are my 
mother and my brothers! Whoever does the will of God is 
my brother, and sister, and mother” (3:32-35). It was a re- 
markable passage, perhaps more revealing of the circum- 
stances of Jesus’ birth than the church had yet been able to 
admit or entertain. 

Later, in the sixth chapter, Mark further emphasized the 
distance between Jesus and his family. They were clearly 
nonsupportive, not members of the family of disciples. The 
people of Nazareth were pictured as wondering about his 
origins. They were astonished at his teaching. Whence came 
his wisdom and his mighty works? “‘Is not this the carpen- 
ter, the son of Mary and brother of James and Joses and 
Judas and Simon, and are not his sisters here with us?’ And 
they took offense at him” (Mark 6:3). Jesus responded, “A 
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prophet is not without honor, except in his own country, and 
among his own kin, and in his own house” (verse 4, emphasis 
added). Then he called to him the twelve (verse 7). 

Previously Jesus had claimed that kinship was not based 
on bloodlines and that physical descent made no difference 
when it came to entry into the kingdom of God (Mark 3:32ff). 
Was he now also saying that illegitimacy does not matter? To 
designate Jesus “son of Mary,” as this Marcan text did, was 
quite unusual. Mark never mentioned Joseph. This could be 
an allusion to the possibility, or even the probability, that 
Jesus was known in Nazareth to be an illegitimate child. A 
later Jewish legal principle considered a man illegitimate 
when called by his mother’s name,’ though there is no proof 
that this principle was operative in the first century. 

This text clearly bothered the early church, for it was 
changed substantially when Matthew incorporated this part 
of Mark’s Gospel into his own (Matt. 13:53ff). Would that 
deliberate and overt change have been made without some 
reason? Was it, in fact, an obvious slur on the character of 
Jesus? Was his father unmentioned because his father was 
unknown or known not to be Mary’s husband? No matter 
how one answers these questions, the fact remains that to 
call Jesus the son of Mary in a Gospel that does not have a 
birth narrative was shocking. There is no virgin birth tradi- 
tion in Mark’s background of his narrative to soften this text. 
Is it a charge of illegitimacy that Mark alone has the courage 
to incorporate into his story? If so, Mark met this charge of 
illegitimacy by dismissing not it but Jesus’ mother and broth- 
ers. Only Mark listed Jesus’ own kin as being those among 
whom a prophet had no honor. Mark was the first Gospel by 
some fifteen to twenty years. The possibly scandalous nature 
of Jesus’ birth was certainly not obliterated from the earliest 
Gospel record. 
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Again and again Mark had Jesus assert that the escha- 
tological family was not to be identified with the biological 
family. When Mark had Jesus describe the family that a dis- 
ciple shall receive for leaving all and following Jesus, it still 
had no father. They will receive “houses and brothers and 
sisters and mothers and children and lands, with persecu- 
tions, and in the age to come eternal life. But many that are 
first will be last’ (Mark 10:30, 31). Human fatherlessness, a 
sign of illegitimacy, is transformed into eschatological father- 
lessness of those whose real father is God. This is the con- 
clusion to which Jane Schaberg comes when she examines 
this data.? The gap of fatherlessness in Jesus’ family and later 
in the Christian spiritual family is filled by the Father God. 
Was this Mark’s way of saying that Jesus was born under the 
validating protection of God, who spread the Spirit over 
Mary to remove the scandal of this birth and to designate 
this life as God's life, produced by God’s Spirit? That theme 
is overt in Luke. Is it covert here in Mark? Perhaps the Jesus 
who had experienced rejection from his own family based 
upon the circumstances of his birth had, because of that real- 
ity, come to see the loss of natural family as one more mark 
of the kingdom (Luke 18:28-30). The Christian convert was 
grafted into a new set of relationships. 

James, the Lord’s brother, did seem to be the power in 
the Jerusalem church. He did appear in Galatians to be a 
critical rival to Paul (Gal. 2:12). Perhaps the antifamily refer- 
ences in Mark come out of that same tension. That possibility 
needs to be acknowledged. Behind these texts there may be 
echoes that need to be heard in our search for light in seek- 
ing Jesus’ origins. Mark, I submit, is not so silent on this 
subject as the church would like to believe. 

Turning now to the fourth Gospel, aware of these pos- 
sibilities, the plot only thickens. There can be little doubt that 
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by the time the fourth Gospel was completed (ca. 95-100 
c.E.), the birth traditions were widely known. Yet this Gos- 
pel writer chose not to include them. Instead, a prologue 
introduced the Gospel of John, in which the inadequacy of 
conception as the moment in which the divine entered the 
human was asserted. 

To review briefly: in the writings of Paul, who died in 
64 c.E., Jesus was “designated Son of God in power accord- 
ing to the Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead” 
(Rom. 1:4, emphasis added). When Mark wrote the first Gos- 
pel in 65-70 c.£., the Spirit of God descended on Jesus at the 
moment of baptism. In both Matthew and Luke (written be- 
tween 80 and the early 90s c.g.) the Spirit was in some mys- 
terious way the agent of conception. From the moment of 
conception Jesus was always God’s Son, those Gospels pro- 
claimed. 

Now along comes John, and the Christ was identified 
with the preexistent and eternal Logos, who was incarnated 
into human life via birth. “The Word [logos] became flesh 
and dwelt among us, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). 
There was no mention of Mary or Joseph or conception. Was 
the author aware that people were already literalizing these 
narratives and treating them as biological truth? Time and 
again in this Gospel, John seems to ridicule literalism. Nico- 
demus heard the words on being born again and wondered 
how he could return to his mother’s womb (John 3:4). He 
could not escape the need or the desire to literalize. The 
woman by the well wanted to know where she could go to 
draw the living water of which Jesus spoke (John 4:12). Be- 
cause she was thinking in literal terms, Jesus’ words were 
nonsensical. When Jesus said, “I have food of which you do 
not know” (John 4:32), his disciples wondered who had 
brought him this food. When Jesus talked about the eating 
of his flesh and the drinking of his blood, the literalizing 
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disciples responded by saying, “This is a hard saying, who 
can listen to it?” (6:60). More than any other biblical writer, 
the author of the fourth Gospel seems to warn against, in- 
veigh against, and show the absurdity of that all-too-human 
tendency to seek to capture divine mystery in literalized 
propositional statements. 

It is therefore conceivable to me that John, offended by 
the literalism overtaking the birth tradition, substituted in his 
prologue a theological understanding that would resist liter- 
alism. Ironically the result in history was just the opposite. 
John’s prologue was read into the birth tradition of Matthew 
and Luke so that it soon became the incarnate Word and the 
preexistent Lord who was born to the virgin Mary by the 
impregnation of the Holy Spirit. Traditions that were mu- 
tually exclusive and antithetical were in fact merged by that 
incredible blending capacity that has always marked the life 
of the typical believer. The result of this process was the 
steadily weakening grip that the Christ of the church had on 
his own humanity. In time this tradition also fed the gradual 
dehumanization of Mary, whose virginity became a bulwark 
behind which the divine nature of Jesus was defended. Mary 
moved in history from virgin birth to perpetual virgin to vir- 
gin even in and through childbirth to her own immaculate 
conception to Mother of God (theotokos) to bodily assumption 
and finally to a place in the expanded Trinity. That cannot 
all be attributed to the fourth Gospel, but this author did 
unwittingly, I believe, contribute mightily to that process, 
even though I am convinced he sought to do exactly the 
opposite. 

When the Gospel of John is isolated and read separately, 
however, other data emerge. This Gospel made the case that 
physical and spiritual birth were two separate realities and 
were not to be confused. Indeed, John asserted that the first 
has no bearing on the second. Unless one was “born from 
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above” (John 3:4), that person could not see the kingdom of 
God, John argued. When Nicodemus questioned this, Jesus 
replied that this birth must be “of water and the spirit” (3:5). 
“That which is born of the flesh is flesh, but that which is 
born of the Spirit is Spirit” (3:6). This paradox in the fourth 
Gospel would seem to argue that one could be born both of 
God’s Spirit and through normal human conception, without 
the two being contradictory. Indeed, one seemed to demand 
the other if Jesus’ paradox was to be consistent. 

Jesus’ mother made her entry into the fourth Gospel in 
the story of the wedding in Cana of Galilee. Not once in that 
narrative was she called by name. When she presented to 
Jesus the problem of a wine shortage, Jesus responded, 
“Woman, what have you to do with me? My hour has not 
yet come” (John 2:4). Despite this rebuke, she ordered the 
servants to do whatever he commanded and disappeared 
from the scene, indeed, from the Gospel, save for an appear- 
ance at the foot of the cross, where Jesus commended her to 
the care of the beloved disciple John 19:26-27). Jesus’ broth- 
ers made only one appearance in John’s Gospel, and it was 
without names (John 7:3). It was a mocking reference, con- 
cluded with the statement, “for even his brothers did not 
believe in him” (John 7:5). The separation of Jesus from his 
family seems to be reflected in this Gospel as it is in Mark. 

But the crucial text in the fourth Gospel, I believe, is 
chapter 8, where a debate on origins and the meaning of 
authentic sonship ensues between Jesus and the Pharisees. 
It is a striking debate, to which my eyes were not opened 
until I began my study of the birth narratives and until Jane 
Schaberg raised for me the possibility that a not-too-well- 
suppressed tradition of Jesus’ illegitimacy can still be discov- 
ered in Holy Scripture, if one is willing to look.? 

The narrative begins in chapter 7, just following the ep- 
isode with his brothers. Chapters and verses were imposed 
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on the biblical text long after each book was written. Some- 
times this arbitrary imposition has caused the reader to sep- 
arate accounts that the author did not intend to be separated. 
Following his brothers’ rebuke, and in spite of it, Jesus went 
up to Jerusalem for the Feast of Tabernacles. He went pri- 
vately, for there was a great public dispute about him, much 
of it centering on the question “Who is this?”—the same 
question that the birth narratives were designed to answer. 

“He is a good man.” 

“He is leading the people astray.” 

“How is it that this man has learning when he has never 
studied?” 

“Can it be that the authorities really know that this is the 
Christ?” 

This last question was dismissed on the basis of Jesus’ 
known origins. “We know where this man comes from, and 
when Christ appears no one will know where he comes 
from” (John 7:27). Jesus asked them if they really knew him 
and whence he had come, implying that he was from God 
John 7:29). 

The argument continued. Jesus invited the thirsty “to 
come to him and drink” (John 7:37), with the text explaining 
to the reader that he was talking of the Spirit that believers 
were to receive after he was glorified (John 7:39). This only 
intensified the debate. A prophet? The Christ? Is the Christ 
to come from Galilee? Is not the Christ to be descended from 
David and born in Bethlehem? When Nicodemus tried to 
defend Jesus (John 7:51), they scoffed at him, suggesting that 
he too must be from Galilee. They invited Nicodemus to 
“search [presumably the Scriptures] and: you will see that no 
prophet is to rise from Galilee” (John 7:52). 

That is the background, the context in which the debate 
in chapter 8 occurs. The chapter opens with the story of the 
woman taken in adultery. A note in the Revised Standard 
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Version, however, informs us that most ancient authorities 
do not contain this episode. It appears to be an authentic 
incident in Jesus’ ministry, though not belonging originally 
to John’s Gospel or to this place in John’s Gospel. At some 
point it was placed here by some scribe. Why here? Why, in 
the midst of a long debate between Jesus and the Pharisees 
about Jesus’ origin, was an episode attached about a woman 
taken in adultery whom Jesus refused to condemn? Jesus 
called her simply “woman,” the same word he used to ad- 
dress his mother in the wedding feast account. ‘Neither do 
I condemn you” is the climax of the narrative. Was this an 
autobiographical story? Did it dredge up the experience or 
memory and family tradition of an illegitimate child and a 
violated virgin whom God did not condemn? Farfetched? 
Perhaps, but read on. 

The hostile dialogue between Jesus and the Pharisees 
continued. Jesus claimed to be “the light of the world” John 
8:12). He said, “I know whence I have come” (John 8:14), 
“but you do not know.” “You judge according to the flesh” 
(8:15). “I judge no one. When I do judge, I do not do so 
alone, for the Father who sent me bears witness to me” 
(8:18). The word Father changed the debate to a new level of 
intensity. “Where is your Father?” (8:19), they inquired. Jesus 
responded that if they knew him, they would know his Fa- 
ther. It was not a direct answer. 

The debate continued, growing angrier by the verse. Je- 
sus talked of going to a place where they could not come. 
They did not understand. Jesus insisted that their origin was 
from below, while his was from above (John 8:23). “You are 
of this world, I am not of this world.” “Who are you?” they 
continued to ask. Then Jesus spoke to those identified in the 
text as “Jews who had believed in him” (John 8:31). “If you 
continue in my word, . . . you will know the truth, and the 
truth will make you free” (8:32). Somehow these words trig- 
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gered their Jewish pride. They responded, “We are descen- 
dants of Abraham, and have never been in bondage to 
anyone. [How quickly they forgot Egypt and Babylon.] How 
is it that you say, “You will be made free’?” (8:33). 

Jesus responded, “I know that you are descendants of 
Abraham; yet . . . my word finds no place in you. I speak of 
what I have seen with my Father, and you do what you have 
heard from your father” (John 8:37-38). The Jews insisted 
that Abraham was their father, and then they turned on Jesus 
with the assertion, “We were not born of fornication” (John 
8:41). Is the implication here that Jesus was? The conversa- 
tion descended even further. Jesus suggested that their father 
was the devil. His Jewish antagonists responded by calling 
him a Samaritan, a half-breed, one who had a demon (John 
8:45). Could that also mean that he was born of violence, of 
rape, of adultery; that as a child of sin he bore the curse of 
illegitimacy? Is there a hint here that the suspected father 
was not Jewish? A later Jewish tradition suggested that a 
Roman soldier was the responsible man. This strange epi- 
sode concluded with the story of the man born blind, and 
the disciples inquired of Jesus whether the man himself 
sinned or his parents, that he was born blind. Neither, Jesus 
asserted, but that the works of God might be manifest in him. 

Jesus had just claimed that the works of God were man- 
ifest in himself. Perhaps this too was a hidden allusion to the 
difficult circumstances of his own birth. They were circum- 
stances over which he had no control, but circumstances 
which must obviously have shaped his life and his sense of 
his own identity. 

J am aware that there are many levels of communication 
at work here. There had been a schism in the synagogue. 
Jews who acknowledged Jesus had been expelled. Anger and 
pain abounded, and that surely found expression in this text. 
Johannine Christology was also being expressed, calling for 
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a very specific identity between the Father and the Word that 
was made flesh in Jesus. “I and the Father are one” (John 
10:30) is the Johannine credo. The Christ who spoke the great 
“I am” words (bread, water, resurrection, way, truth, light) 
made a claim to be related uniquely to the “J am who | am,” 
Yahweh of the burning bush (Exod. 1-14).4 But behind this 
text, I would argue, lay also a memory and a debate about 
the origins of Jesus. This was a battle fought by the early 
Christians on many levels. “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth? No prophet is to rise from Galilee” (John 7:52). 
“We were not born of fornication” (John 8:41). 

The church dealt openly with the scandal of the cross, 
transforming the instrument of execution into a symbol of 
life. But, I submit, they dealt less openly with the scandal of 
Jesus’ birth, creating legends to cover a possible source of 
shame. Perhaps, given the prejudice toward women, the at- 
titude toward sex, and the patriarchal mind-set, they could 
do no less. But I wonder if Jesus is less the Christ of God, 
the Son of God, the Incarnate Word, if his birth was natural? 
If Joseph was his father? If he was illegitimate? The child of 
adultery or rape? I think not. Would it not be fascinating to 
discover on the day of the great awakening that God made 
the divine power of God’s life known in human life through 
a human being who was born of the flesh, broken and sinful, 
but who was also born of the Spirit, life-giving and whole, 
and that one of these births did not violate or negate the 
other. 

If God can be seen in the least of these, our brothers and 
sisters, as Jesus suggested, could not God also be seen in the 
infant of a violated woman who needed the protection of a 
man in order to survive in a patriarchal world? Dare we take 
seriously the baptismal vow to seek Christ in all persons and 
to respect the dignity of every human being? Is that scan- 
dalous? Or is it Godlike? 
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12 


Facing the Implications of Scripture 


“He was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born of the 
Virgin Mary.” This phrase is in the heart of the historic 
creeds of the Christian church. Like all theological state- 
ments, the creeds are filled with symbolic words and time- 
distorted meanings. Creedal phrases always look backward 
to their origins as well as forward beyond their limits. Behind 
the words is always an experience that cries out for a rational 
explanation. Beyond the words is always a realm of truth 
that can never really by reduced to words. Even the most 
important word—God—central in every religious tradition, 
is finally nothing more than a symbol, growing out of an 
experience and pointing to a truth that must be beyond all 
of its time-honored definitions. It is probably inevitable that 
the common minds of men and women will always literalize 
the symbols of their religious heritage. The very abstractions 
of theological language can be so difficult as to be emotion- 
ally draining. But this also means that these very literalized 
symbols will inevitably have to die in the passage of time. 
The only way to keep symbols alive forever is to crack them 
open periodically so that they can be filled with new meanings. 
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No symbol can ever remain as a timeless truth, inerrant or 
infallible. 

If this analysis is correct, then, despite the furor tradi- 
tional religious folk raise against those who insist on opening 
the symbols, the fact remains that only those who are aware 
that symbols must always be changing can in fact be “de- 
fenders of the faith” of the past. These people alone will 
ensure the transmission in time of the truth that always lies 
beyond the symbols. The real enemies of a faith system are 
not the tradition benders but the tradition freezers, who by 
not being able to change and grow, turn symbols into mum- 
mies and make it impossible for those who live in a changing 
world to remain inside that household of faith with integrity. 
What the institutional church needs to recognize is that for 
every literalizing fundamentalist or traditionalist there is the 
counterpoint of those who have simply chosen to walk away 
from the life of that church where the literalized message has 
become too unbelievable to be embraced. These dropouts be- 
come the members of the church alumni association and they 
take up citizenship in the secular city. One cannot defend 
the faith of the past unless that faith is open to change, open 
to growth, and open to new meaning. The literalists of reli- 
gious life fail to comprehend that literalized symbols are 
doomed symbols. So is the faith system whose adherents 
have attempted to retain its truth inside the set forms of the 
past. 

This battle has been fought inside the Christian church 
for two thousand years, and it has been ever the same. The 
symbols of our faith story are always literalized. Time moves 
on and knowledge expands until the literalized symbols be- 
gin to break apart. Before that break is complete, the eccle- 
' siastical defenders of dogma fight vigorously and even 
viciously for the authority of their lifeless version of truth. 
So long as this group has the social and political power to 
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do so, they will excommunicate, force recantations, put on 
trial for heresy, depose, even burn at the stake, those who 
seek new truth or even new versions of the old truth. There 
will in fact be victims in this struggle. One has only to re- 
member Galileo or Copernicus, or the Right Reverend Wil- 
liam M. Brown, the Episcopal bishop of Arkansas, who was 
deposed for believing in evolution in the early years of this 
century. 

However, when the ecclesiastical institution begins to 
lose its social and political power, as is the case today, its 
counterattacks against new revelations will be limited only to 
such tactics as harassment, ridicule, marginalization, or mis- 
representation. This was the tactic used by Samuel Wilber- 
force (Soapy Sam), the bishop of Oxford, in his campaign 
against Charles Darwin in the latter years of the nineteenth 
century. It has been the privilege and fate of such heroes of 
mine as John A. T. Robinson, bishop of Woolwich, and David 
Jenkins, bishop of Durham, both from the United Kingdom, 
and James A. Pike, bishop of California. It has also been, 
thankfully enough, my fate in that wonderful but not always 
courageous American Episcopal Church. Beyond my tradi- 
tion it has been the fate of my questioning Roman Catholic 
sisters and brothers in faith—Hans Kung, Charles Curran, 
Rosemary Ruether, and Matthew Fox. 

Watching ecclesiastical leaders today dance gingerly 
around the question of how to understand the traditional 
ecclesiastical claim that the Bible is the Word of God is both 
amusing and sad, for in their heart of hearts, they know that 
this claim is not sustainable in any literal form. The legiti- 
macy of slavery, the chattel status of women, the flatness of 
the earth, the understanding of epilepsy as demon-posses- 
sion, all asserted in the Bible, simply will not be saluted in 
the twentieth century. Most religious leaders just do not have 
the honesty to say so publicly. Hence, what comes forth is 
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rhetoric that uses the traditional words but suggests that 
they mean something quite different from what they were 
understood to mean in the past. It is an understandable strat- 
egy, but it will never win the day. Such tactics are reminis- 
cent of rearguard battles where skirmishes are fought in an 
inevitable retreat into oblivion. 

Only those whom the traditionalists mistakenly call lib- 
erals carry within themselves the seeds of renewal and future 
life for the religious traditions of yesterday. A title more 
proper than “liberal” might well be “open” or “realist.” They 
are the ones who know that the heart cannot finally worship 
what the mind has already rejected. They know what fun- 
damentalists do not seem to know, namely that literalization 
guarantees death. They also seem to know what secularists 
do not, namely that to abandon the historic symbols is to 
abandon the doorway through which our ancestors in faith 
found the meaning by which they lived. Those symbols must 
be taken seriously, but they cannot be taken literally. 

Some years ago I engaged in a sidewalk-cafe debate over 
coffee with an American priest and religious journalist, Car- 
roll E. Simcox. In time Dr. Simcox would exit the Episcopal 
Church for a conservative splinter group, with the claim that 
the church had actually left him, not the other way around. 
But at the time, which was in the early 1970s, his position 
did not appear to himself, or to many others, to preclude his 
being able to remain inside the broad Anglican household of 
faith. He argued, on that memorable day, that every phrase 
in the church’s historic creeds had to be taken as a matter of 
literal, factual history or one had no right to claim to be a 
Christian. 

At first ] thought he must be kidding, so strange was 
this conclusion to the twentieth century view of reality. | 
discovered as the conversation went on, however, that he 
was quite serious. “Come on, Carroll,” I joshed, “what about 
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the line ‘he sitteth on the right hand of God?’ How literal is 
that?” My image of that phrase has been forever colored by 
the story of the Sunday school lad who told his mother that 
God was wonderful. Accepting his conclusion and praising 
her son for his theological wisdom, she nonetheless pressed 
for the details that lay behind the lad’s affirmation. “Well, 
Mother,” the boy responded, “God created the whole world 
with just one hand.” “Who told you that?” his mother in- 
quired. “I learned in Sunday school today that God could 
use only his left hand because Jesus was sitting on his right 
hand!” Under the pressure of that question, Dr. Simcox did 
admit that this phrase was a figure of speech and not quite 
literal, but that was his only concession and the only com- 
promise he was willing to make in his literalized creed. 

My counterassertion was that there is only one literal fact 
of history in the historic creeds of the church, and that is 
found in the phrase “he suffered under Pontius Pilate, was 
crucified, died, and was buried.” That is the phrase that ties 
Christianity to history. Everything else in the creeds consti- 
tutes an attempt to put into words an experience of God that 
was beyond history and to explain theologically just who it 
was who suffered and died, why he was of importance, and 
why his life had meaning far beyond its historic and finite 
limits. The creeds are also a faith affirmation spelled out in- 
side a premodern worldview of a three-tiered universe that 
hardly makes sense to a space-age generation. That creed has 
so many coming downs, descendings, risings, and ascend- 
ings that one can imagine a giant escalator uniting the three 
floors of the universe. Literal truth the words of the creed 
are not! Yet profound truth is that to which these words 
point us. I did not impress Carroll Simcox, but history re- 
veals that he, with his point of view, found life inside the 
bounds of the Episcopal Church no longer possible, and so 
he departed. 
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It would not occur to me to seek to define the church so 
stridently that efforts would have been taken to purge its 
ranks of people like Carroll Simcox. Time takes care of that 
point of view, as a simple reading of a theological textbook, 
twenty-five to one hundred years old, will readily reveal. 
The church has always tolerated its traditionalists, no matter 
how dated their words become, but the church always at- 
tacks, and sometimes kills, those who seek to lead it into new 
truth. 

The Vatican’s debate in the twentieth century over 
whether to remove its condemnation of Galileo is illustrative 
of this strange folly. The problem is not with Galileo, it is 
with the church. The only question before the church in re- 
gard to this issue should be how abject the apology to Galileo 
will be, and to all those whose pursuit of truth was hindered 
by their fear of ecclesiastical reprisal, and how honest the 
confession of the church will be regarding its own incompe- 
tence and ignorance on this and similar issues. Such actions 
are not to be expected, however, from a body in which truth 
is regularly prohibited in order to preserve such strange 
claims as biblical inerrancy and papal infallibility. 

To bring this discussion back to the focus of this book, I 
am asked from time to time how I can as a bishop continue 
to say the creeds of the church with integrity if I do not 
accept as literal truth the various phrases of those creeds. 
The implicit suggestion is that I must be dishonest. Certainly 
I do not believe that the birth of Jesus of Nazareth involved 
a biological process different from the natural means of pro- 
creation that has one sperm from a male impregnate one egg 
from a female to produce a new life. I] have tried to demon- 
strate that the virgin birth narrative, if literalized and treated 
as biology, becomes nonsensical. It would violate everything 
we know about biology, genetics, and reproduction. It is 
clearly shaped by the other virgin birth traditions that circu- 
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lated widely in the Mediterranean world at the dawn of the 
Christian era. 

In many ways I regret that this was the symbolic means 
by which the second generation of Christians came to frame 
their story of Jesus’ origin. The price required of both men 
and women, but especially of women, paid as sacrifices on 
the altars of this literalized legend, has been extremely high, 
as I shall attempt to demonstrate in the final chapter of this 
book. 

I would be the first person, however, to oppose removing 
the phrase, “He was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born 
of the virgin Mary” from the creeds. I do not think any of us 
can rewrite history. It is through the virgin birth narratives 
that Christians have historically interpreted our experience 
of Jesus. My vote would be to keep the historic creeds intact 
but to allow, indeed to encourage, the cracking open of the 
literalized symbols so that the truths to which the symbols 
point can be entertained, entered, and lived. 

Beyond the limits of biology there is the realm of theo- 
logical speculation and truth. Theology cannot invalidate bi- 
ology, but its truth cannot be bound by biology’s limits. The 
theological truths to which the language of the virgin birth 
narratives point are, in my opinion, profound. The birth tra- 
dition proclaims, first, that in the divine-human encounter 
the initiative is always on the divine side. For this to remain 
true, the story does not have to be literalized into a tale of 
divine sexual aggression, acted out upon a compliant Jewish 
peasant girl, who responded, “Be it unto me according to 
your words” (Luke 1:38). Second, the language of the virgin 
birth narrative speaks volumes to the human question born 
in the adult experience of the historic Jesus of Nazareth. So 
intense was the integrity of his humanity, so complete was 
the self-giving quality of his life, so total was the life-giving 
power of his love that men and women found themselves 
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when in his presence to be in the presence of nothing less 
than the Holy God. Out of that experience came the affir- 
mation of faith that pointed to the truth that human life 
alone could never have produced what they experienced in 
Jesus. Jesus was of God. J assert that this is true for me, and 
that this is the truth which the virgin birth story seeks to 
establish. Since I believe that I meet God when I meet Jesus 
of Nazareth, I say the creedal statement about his origins as 
a powerful symbol of that reality. 

This realization, hinted at earlier, dawned in its perma- 
nent form in the experience of Easter. Then it began its in- 
evitable pilgrimage, which I have traced in this volume, from 
Easter to Jesus’ baptism, to Jesus’ conception, and ultimately 
into the tradition of Jesus’ preexistence with God. All of 
these accounts are true to the experience of Christian people, 
but none can be literalized without losing the essential ele- 
ments of that truth. 

So it is that I say the Christian creeds in worship every 
week. At Christmas I sing the hymns and carols inspired by 
the birth tradition. (I do confess to being put off by the do- 
cetic and therefore heretical language of “veiled in flesh the 
Godhead see.”) I decorate my home at Christmas with sev- 
eral versions of the creche scene. (I do try to keep wise men 
away from the manger.) I attend at least one children’s 
Christmas pageant each year, complete with bathrobes and 
bath-towel turbans on the heads of the shepherds. I have 
seen the baby Jesus represented by everything from a light 
bulb to a baby doll to a live baby girl. I have watched blond- 
headed Marys and listened to wise men whose one chance 
in life to sing a solo was on their stanza of “We Three Kings 
of Orient Are.” 

All of these are symbols, beautifully romantic and nos- 
talgic symbols, of the profound truth that the birth of Jesus 
of Nazareth means many things for human life. It means that 


180 


God could be experienced fully in human history. It means 
that the whole created order proclaims constantly the reality 
of God. It means that people the world over are always 
drawn to that place where heaven and earth seem to meet 
and to that life where the divine and the human flow to- 
gether as one. It means that by faith we perceive in the life, 
love, and being of Jesus the life, love, and being of God. It 
means that we believe that human life alone could not have 
created the power that Jesus possessed. It means that the 
ancient ecstatic cries that grew out of the Christ experience 
can still be exclaimed by us today. Jesus is Lord! “God was 
in Christ reconciling the world to himself [sic]!” 

I accept the meaning behind the symbol, but it was 
meaning that became available to me only when the literal- 
ism of the symbol had been destroyed. By making available 
in this book to the nonprofessional reader the research and 
scholarship of such people as Raymond Brown, Herman 
Hendrickx, Michael Goulder, Rosemary Ruether, and Jane 
Schaberg, among many others, I hope to call my readers into 
a similar experience, in which the broken symbols can lead 
us to new meaning and even to a new and joyous experience 
of God, while making them equally aware that literalized 
symbols offer but a one-way ticket to the death of Christian- 
ity itself. 

But what really happened in history at the time of Jesus’ 
conception and birth? No one can ever know for certain. My 
best guess at this time would be that Jesus was actually born 
in Nazareth and not Bethlehem. Bethlehem is too obviously 
part of the interpretive apologetic. The weight of biblical evi- 
dence also seems to suggest that in the birth of Jesus there 
was a significant sense of scandal. Otherwise I do not un- 
derstand why the virgin birth tradition developed as it did 
with the story of Joseph wanting to put Mary away quietly. 
I suspect that Mary’s husband, Joseph, [if that was his name] 
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was a far more significant figure in Jesus’ early life than 
either Scripture or tradition has affirmed. He threw his arm 
of protection over his vulnerable and pregnant wife-to-be. 
He named the child and thus claimed him as his son, and, 
at least in part because this man did these things, God was 
revealed through this Jesus as in no other life that history 
has ever known. 

To gain some insight into exactly what Joseph might have 
meant to Jesus, I once took every reference in the four Gos- 
pels attributed to Jesus in which he refers to God as Father 
and analyzed them to see if I could discover in these texts a 
glimmer or a glimpse of a pattern that might reveal how 
Jesus perceived fatherhood. If Joachim Jeremias is correct, 
and the use of the Aramaic word Abba as a reference to God 
is the one aspect of Jesus’ teaching not found, or at least not 
emphasized, in some other parts of the Jewish heritage, then 
this by itself presents a powerful witness. 

Abba is a deeply familial word, a word of great affection. 
If translated to catch its emotional tone, it would be rendered 
not as “father” but as “daddy” or even as “dear daddy.” 
Surely if that was the word Jesus applied to God, its meaning 
must have grown out of his relationship with an earthly fa- 
ther figure who was loving, kind, affirming, and life giving. 
If Jesus was not Joseph's blood son, then the power of their 
relationship, if deeply caring, would be even more an act of 
grace and self-giving. 

When checking Mark’s references to “father” on the lips 
of Jesus, we learn that a father was for Jesus a source of 
identity (Mark 1:20; 15:21). A father was someone to be left 
for a vocation (Mark 1:20; 10:19) or for a wife (Mark 10:7). A 
father was a source of strength, love, and protection to a 
child (Mark 5:40; 13:12; 14:36). A father was one to be hon- 
ored and cared for (Mark 7:10-12). A father was not to be 
spoken of maliciously by a son (Mark 7:10; 8:38), and even, 
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it was said, the son was to be the glory of the father (Mark 
8:35). One forgives others, Jesus said, with the same gener- 
osity that the father forgives (Mark 11:26, 27). 

Moving to Matthew we find many of these Marcan ideas 
affirmed but with an intensity added to the note that the 
father was glorified by the works of the son (Matt. 5:16, 45). 
It was the son’s duty to bury the father (Matt. 8:21), and the 
spirit of the father spoke through the son (Matt. 10:20). No 
one, Jesus said, knows a father the way a son does (Matt. 
11:27). The father who saw in secret but rewarded openly 
(Matt. 6:4) gave good gifts (Matt. 7:11) and was to be honored 
(Matt. 19:19). The will of the father was that none should 
perish (Matt. 18:14), and honor was the father’s gift to give 
(Matt. 20:23). 

For Luke there was the added note that paternity was 
not complete until the son lived the father’s values (Luke 3:8). 
A father was anxious, concerned, merciful, and caring (Luke 
6:36; 8:51; 11:11, 13). In Luke’s parable of the prodigal son, 
the father was drawn with tender love and yearning for his 
son’s return, while still responding to the demands of the 
elder brother that the laws of inheritance not be broken. The 
elder son would receive al] that was his due, but the father 
still called that brother to rejoice that “your brother was 
dead, and is alive; he was lost, and is found” (Luke 15:32). 

I wondered, on reading that parable anew, if the elder 
brother bore any of the identity of James, the Lord’s brother 
who presumably would have been the eldest natural son if 
Jesus had not been part of that family. I also wondered 
whether the prodigal son bore any of the identity of Jesus. 
Jesus was thought by his brothers to have been associating 
with thieves and harlots. If he were not a full brother, his 
economic claims on his father’s possessions, which came 
from being the firstborn, would be compromised. The envy 
that this prodigal got anything might have appeared in Jesus’ 
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brothers. Perhaps there were some autobiographical notes in 
that parable. 

Once you enter the midrash tradition, the imagination is 
freed to roam and to speculate. Trying to search the “father” 
references in the Gospels to discern what an earthly father 
might have meant to Jesus is one fascinating way to enable 
that speculative imagination to play. 

John adds a few additional notes to this pilgrimage into 
the word father. A son could do only what he saw the father 
doing (John 5:19). A father who loved the son showed the 
son all that he was doing (John 5:20). Is this a reference that 
was born in a carpenter’s shed? The father transferred his 
power to his son so that son and father were honored togeth- 
er (John 8:44; 14:13). Is this the way Joseph incorporated the 
illegitimate child? When Jesus said, in John, I live because of 
the father (John 5:26), or I speak as the father has taught me 
(John 8:28), was he speaking on both an earthly and an eter- 
nal level? Could Jesus have spoken of the oneness he pos- 
sessed with his heavenly father (John 17:11) if he had never 
known any sense of oneness with his earthly father, Joseph? 

I do not want to press this line of thought too deeply, 
but from the vantage point of a psychologically sensitive gen- 
eration, I think we must entertain the possibility that Joseph, 
whatever his physical ties were with his son Jesus, did in fact 
give Jesus a relationship of such substance and beauty that 
it shaped his very understanding of God. 

Perhaps the church has done Joseph a disservice by rel- 
egating him to near obscurity, by minimizing his contribu- 
tion, and by suggesting that he must have died while Jesus 
was quite young. If Jesus had Joseph only until his early 
teenage years, the relationship could still have been both sus- 
taining and enriching. 

Perhaps Joseph’s knowledge and presence made the per- 
sons making excessive claims about Jesus’ origin uncomfort- 
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able, so Joseph was expunged from the memory of the 
Christian church. Surely that fate befell Mary Magdalene, as 
we Shall shortly see. It could certainly also have befallen Jo- 
seph. Yet this monument to Joseph’s influence remains mas- 
sive and powerful in the very use of the word Abba as Jesus’ 
way of thinking about God. It is even more powerful if in 
fact Jesus was the child of Joseph’s violated betrothed, a wom- 
an who became known as Mary the “virgin” from Nazareth. 
But this possibility can never be more than speculation. 

Are these scandalous thoughts? They might once have 
been so for me, but they are so no longer. A God who can 
be seen in the limp form of a convicted criminal dying alone 
on a cross at Calvary can surely also be seen in an illegiti- 
mate baby boy born through the aggressive and selfish act 
of a man sexually violating a teenage girl. A God who can 
call Amos from the tending of his sycamore trees in Tekoa, 
a God who can teach Hosea the meaning of the infinite qual- 
ity of divine love in the human experience of an unfaithful 
wife, a God who can turn an insecure fisherman, Peter, into 
a courageous disciple—this God can also turn the possibility 
of illegitimacy and the actuality of public execution of a con- 
victed criminal into the means through which God's infinite 
love is experienced and by which salvation becomes the di- 
vine gift of the world. Such a realization and possibility is 
quite enough to make me sing “O Come All Ye Faithful, 
come and adore him.” . 
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13 


Suppose Jesus Were Married 


He was born of a woman. He was a man. Both the wom- 
an who was his mother and the man, Jesus, were dehuman- 
ized in Christian history. Part of that dehumanization was 
their portrayal as sexless persons. Making Mary a sexless 
woman also served to preserve the image of Jesus as some- 
how beyond human sexual connotations. We have examined 
the biblical portrait of Mary from this perspective. Before 
moving on to examine the implications of that portrait for all 
human beings, but especially for women, I want to look at 
the life of Jesus and focus on his humanity, including his 
sexual nature and the experience of his life. Far more than 
most of us realize we define sex negatively, as evil and dirty. 
Yet I hope that subject can be approached with an open 
mind. I can best do that by posing what is for some people 
a startling, and even irreverent, question. 

Was Jesus married? Was there a primary female figure 
in the earthly life of the Jesus of history? Let me state the 
obvious first. There is certainly no overt claim in the New 
Testament of a marital status for Jesus. Furthermore, the 
tradition of two thousand years of church history is that 
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Jesus was a single man. Of course the primary interpreters 
of this Jesus of history have been the priests of the church, 
and the church required of that vocation for most of those 
two thousand years the status of being single. This would 
certainly provide a major impetus toward maintaining the 
definition of Jesus as the high priestly model of unmarried 
celibacy. 

Yet throughout that history there has always been an 
undercurrent that linked Jesus with Mary Magdalene in a 
romantic way. Medieval literature was filled with this spec- 
ulation, and it has reemerged in the last half of this cen- 
tury. In the 1960s two Broadway hit shows, “Jesus Christ, 
Superstar” and “Godspell,” carried this theme. In “Superstar” 
Mary Magdalene sang a touching romantic ballad to Jesus 
that began “I don’t know how to love him!” In the late 
1980s this theme reappeared in a highly debated film, 
“The Last Temptation of Christ.” The scenes of Jesus with 
Magdalene constituted the most controversial aspects of this 
film. 

Without seeking to be titillating or salacious, I would like 
to raise this question in a serious and scholarly way, recog- 
nizing at the very outset its high level of speculation. | think 
this can be done at the dawn of the twenty-first century in a 
way that could not have been done before because we live in 
a time of revolution in our sexual consciousness. We have 
broken images and stereotypes and have been forced to en- 
tertain new definitions of what it means to be male and 
female. Women biblical scholars, shaped by this new con- 
sciousness, now read the sacred texts and see things that 
men, blinded by the definitions of yesterday, have never be- 
fore been able to see. The biblical record was written by men 
and interpreted by men almost exclusively until this genera- 
tion. So this new vision brings new insights, new questions, 
and perhaps even new revelations. 
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To suggest some relationship between Jesus and Mary 
Magdalene inevitably evokes a strong response. There is in 
many of us an immediate visceral negativity that does not 
want even to entertain this possibility. If the suggestion is 
that Jesus and Magdalene were lovers the negativity toward 
the idea is easy to understand. That idea would fly in the 
face of the moral values espoused by the church through the 
ages, and it would deeply violate our understanding of Jesus 
as incarnate Lord and the Holy Sinless One. But the negativ- 
ity that surrounds the idea that Jesus might have been mar- 
ried is increasingly strange in our age. It reflects the residue 
of that deep Christian negativity toward women that still in- 
fects the church. It suggests that marriage is not appropriate 
for one who is defined as Holy, as the God-man. Given this 
sense that even marriage is a compromise with sin, one 
might suppose that any suggestion that Jesus was other than 
single would have a hard time surviving in the church’s anti- 
female worldview that I seek to challenge. As part of that 
challenge, I believe we must examine anew any data that 
might lead to the conclusion that Jesus was married. Are 
there hints in the Gospel record itself that might now be 
seen because the negativity of the church toward women is 
receding? 

With newly opened eyes we turn again to examine the 
sacred text. In I Corinthians (9:1ff), Paul is defending his 
claim to be an apostle of Jesus. In the midst of that defense 
he asserts, “Do we not have the right to be accompanied by 
a wife, as the other apostles and the brothers of the Lord and 
Cephas [Peter]?” At least in the early church, Paul was Say- 
ing, wives accompanied the apostolic leaders. Was that a new 
pattern? A careful reading of the synoptic gospels suggests 
that this pattern of wives, or at least of women, accompa- 
nying the disciples actually began during the earthly life of 
Jesus. These texts however have been generally ignored by 
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the church. Yet here in the gospel record itself is clear evi- 
dence that the disciple band was accompanied both in Galilee 
and in Judea by a group of women. Indeed, the texts even 
state that these women provided for the disciples and for 
Jesus out of their means, a point one of our female bishops 
loves to make publicly.! When we read the record of the pres- 
ence of these women we cannot help but note in these texts 
the prominence given to the one called Magdalene. 

“There were also women looking on from afar, among 
whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the mother of James 
the younger and of Joses, and Salome, who, when he [note 
the singular: Jesus] was in Galilee, followed him, and minis- 
tered to him; and also many other women who came up with 
him to Jerusalem” (Mark 15:40). 

“Mary Magdalene and Mary the mother of Joses saw 
where he was laid” (Mark 15:47). 

“There were also many women there, looking on from 
afar, who had followed Jesus from Galilee, ministering to 
him; among whom were Mary Magdalene, and Mary the 
mother of James and Joseph, and the mother of the sons of 
Zebedee” (Matt. 27:55—56). 

“Mary Magdalene and the other Mary were there, sitting 
opposite the sepulchre” (Matt. 27:61). 

Describing the early Galilean phase of Jesus’ ministry 
Luke writes: “Soon afterward he went on through cities and 
villages, preaching and bringing the good news of the king- 
dom of God. And the twelve were with him, and also some 
women who had been healed of evil spirits and infirmities: 
Mary, called Magdalene, from whom seven demons had 
gone out, and Joanna, the wife of Chuza, Herod’s steward, 
and Susanna, and many others, who provided for them out 
of their means” (Luke 8:1-3). 

“And all his acquaintances and the women who had fol- 
lowed him from Galilee stood at a distance and saw these 
things” (Luke 23:49). 
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“The women who had come with him from Galilee fol- 
lowed, and saw the tomb, and how his body was laid; then 
they returned, and prepared spices and ointments” (Luke 
23:55—56). 

Somehow our mental image of the early life of Jesus and 
the disciples needs to be expanded. The Gospel record seems 
to indicate that Jesus and the disciples were accompanied on 
their journeys by a group of women. I mean nothing sugges- 
tive in these comments, but I must note that given the rules 
governing women in first century Jewish society a group of 
women who followed a male band of disciples had to be 
wives, mothers, or prostitutes. Paul’s reference seems to sug- 
gest that the disciples, the brothers of the Lord, and espe- 
cially Peter, were accompanied by wives. What then, we 
must ask, was the role of Mary Magdalene? In this context 
that becomes an interesting question for she is certainly 
given the priority position in every passage. In the first cen- 
tury a women’s status was directly related to the status of 
the man in her life. In the Gospels Mary Magdalene is always 
listed first, and that would seem to argue that she was relat- 
ed in some way to the one who clearly was the focus of each 
Gospel, Jesus of Nazareth. 

When we embrace this picture of the women in Jesus’ 
movement then the Gospel portrayal of the role of women in 
the resurrection story becomes less of a surprise. Somehow 
we have come to think that the women in the resurrection 
accounts arise out of no previous history. Clearly that is a _ 
misperception. In the resurrection tradition once again Mary 
Magdalene is the central figure. The Gospels vary as to 
which women went to the tomb at dawn on the first day of 
the week, but every one of them includes the name of Mary 
Magdalene first (Mark 16:1; Matt. 28:1; Luke 24:10; John 
20:1). 

There are other hints in the fourth Gospel that might be 
explored. Only in John is the story told of the wedding feast 
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in Cana of Galilee (John 2:1-11). This is a strange story in 
many ways. Jesus appears to be still living at home. Jesus 
and his mother are at the wedding together along with his 
disciples, says the text. But at this point in John’s story the 
disciples include only two of John the Baptist’s disciples, one 
of whom was Andrew who went and got his brother, Peter, 
and Philip who went and called Nathaniel. So Jesus, his four 
associates, and his mother are all at this wedding in Galilee 
near the village of Nazareth. When two generations are pres- 
ent at a wedding it is almost always a family affair. I have 
never attended a wedding with my mother except when it 
was the wedding of a relative. The only time my mother and 
my closest friends were at a wedding together with me was 
my own wedding! 

So John tells us that at this wedding Jesus, Jesus’ disci- 
ples, and Jesus’ mother were all in attendance. Whose wed- 
ding was it? The narrative does not say, but the narrative 
does say that the mother of Jesus was quite concerned that 
the wine supply was exhausted. Why would that have been 
a concern to the mother of Jesus? Do guests at a wedding 
become upset about such details? No, but the mother of the 
bridegroom, who would be the hostess at the wedding recep- 
tion, certainly would be upset. Indeed, Mary’s behavior in 
this vignette would be totally inappropriate had she not been 
in that role. Is this an echo not fully suppressed of the tra- 
dition of Jesus’ marriage? 

The fourth Gospel leaned on the authority of John Ze- 
bedee though it was not written by him. It was written, most 
scholars believe, by a disciple of John Zebedee. As such, it 
had access to an eyewitness. On the basis of this source of 
authority this Gospel countered the other Gospels on some 
specific details in Jesus’ life such as the length of Jesus’ public 
ministry (three years said John, one year said Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke), and whether or not the Last Supper was a 
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Passover meal (no, said John, yes, said the others). These 
specific, somewhat intimate details in which the fourth Gos- 
pel seems to correct the others gives to that Gospel a sense 
of authenticity. Is there recorded in this work the memory of 
this apostle whom the church seemed to acknowledge lived 
to a ripe old age? (John 21:20-23). Is not this sense of an 
authentic memory missing in the other gospels, none of 
which are thought to be written by eyewitnesses? 

Other hints can also be lifted out of the Johanine text. 
Nathaniel calls Jesus, Rabbi (John 1:49). That may not be an 
accurate historical name for Jesus, but it must be noted that 
in first-century Jewish life a requirement for a rabbi was that 
he had to be married. 

The most dramatic passage of all in this Gospel, how- 
ever, is John’s portrayal of Mary Magdalene at the grave of 
Jesus. In this Gospel she comes to the tomb alone (John 
20:1ff), she finds it empty, she reports this to Peter and the 
beloved disciple, with whom she appears to have a place of 
honor and importance. Peter and the beloved disciple, acting 
on her message, come to investigate. Peter enters the tomb 
first, the beloved disciple follows. They see the grave clothes 
lying neatly. They depart. Mary Magdalene then returns to 
the grave. She is weeping. Stooping down she looks into the 
tomb through her tears. She sees angels who inquire as to 
the cause of her tears. “Because they have taken away my 
Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him.” 

The phrase “my lord” is a striking one. This episode in 
John is before the resurrection. The empty grave does not 
mean resurrection to Mary, it means someone has stolen the 
body. Yet, of this deceased Jesus, Mary uses the phrase, “my 
lord.” Does this mean that Mary Magdalene came to the re- 
alization that “Jesus is Lord” before his resurrection? Was 
she making at this early moment what later came to be the 
church’s creedal affirmation? If so, she is the only one to 
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whom such a confession of faith in the not-yet-risen Lord is 
attributed. Or does this phrase on Mary’s lips in this context 
mean “my lord” in the way a first-century Jewish woman 
would refer to her husband? Once again this is an interesting 
speculation based on data present in the text but hidden 
from blinded eyes for centuries. 

John’s narrative does not stop there. Mary Magdalene 
turns, and through her tears, sees another figure in the early 
morning darkness that she takes to be a gardener. This figure 
repeats the angelic question, “Woman, why are you weep- 
ing? Whom do you seek?” (John 20:15). Mary responds, “Sir, 
if you have carried him away, tell me where you have laid 
him, and I will take him away” (John 20:15). Note these 
words! Mary is claiming the right to the body. In first-century 
Jewish society to claim the body of the deceased, especially 
for a woman to claim the body of a deceased man, would be 
totally inappropriate unless the woman was the nearest of 
kin! Mary Magdalene is the primary female figure in the gos- 
pel narrative. She is the chief mourner, she refers to Jesus as 
“my lord,” and she is the one who lays claim to the body of 
Jesus. These data certainly raise questions about her relation- 
ship to Jesus. 

John’s story moves on. Jesus, in this text says, “Mary.” 
She turns in recognition and says, “Rabboni!” It is a familiar 
form of the Hebrew word for teacher. Those who use the 
familiar forms are expressing a relationship of intimacy. 
Then try to imagine what happens next. The text simply has 
Jesus say “Mary, do not hold me” or “do not cling to me.” 
Clearly Mary embraced this figure. Women did not embrace 
or touch men in Jewish society unless they were married and 
even then it was done in the privacy of one’s home. Reading 
these texts with a new consciousness brings new possibilities 
into the imagination. 
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Moving over to Luke’s Gospel for a moment, there is the 
story of Mary and Martha who live in a village and receive 
Jesus into their home (Luke 10:38ff). John also writes about 
these two sisters and identifies the village as Bethany, and 
he says that these two sisters have a brother named Lazarus 
John 11:1ff). John also identifies the sister named Mary as 
the one “who anointed the Lord with ointment and wiped 
his feet with her hair” (John 11:2). It is interesting to note 
that John does not give us this story until chapter 12, verse 
3, though he refers to it in chapter 11. 

Mark also told a story of a woman in Bethany who 
anointed Jesus with “pure nard,” pouring the oil over his 
head. In Mark, the woman is not named but Jesus called this 
action “a beautiful thing” (Mark 14:6). There is no hint in 
either Mark or John that this was anything except a gesture 
of intimate love. Luke however tells a very similar story 
(Luke 7:37ff), and Luke makes the woman out to be “a wom- 
an of the city, who was a sinner.” In the first century that 
was a common description of a prostitute. Jesus’ detractors 
in Luke’s narrative say, “If this man were a prophet, he 
would have known who and what sort of woman this is who 
is touching him, for she is a sinner” (Luke 7:39). 

Luke does not identify this woman with Mary the sister 
of Martha, as John does. But when Luke tells his story of 
Jesus visiting in the home of Mary and Martha, other inter- 
esting data emerge. Not only is Jesus a guest in their home 
but Martha is busy in the kitchen preparing for her guest 
while Mary is busy listening to Jesus. Martha comes and 
demands that Jesus order her sister Mary to assist her in the 
kitchen. What was the relationship between Jesus, a guest, 
and Mary, Martha’s sister, that would cause Martha to as- 
sume that Jesus had the authority to command and that 
Mary would obey? That authority did exist in Jewish society 
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in the first century in the marriage relationship. If this Mary 
can in fact be identified with Mary Magdalene, as many 
scholars suggest, then the intimate role of anointing Jesus’ 
head with oil, kissing Jesus’ feet, and wiping Jesus’ feet with 
her hair would have been things done to Jesus by Mary Mag- 
dalene. These actions would be appropriate only in one of 
two roles; Mary was either his wife or she was a prostitute. 
John and Mark treat this episode as an intimate moment 
inside a very close circle with no hint of impropriety. Luke 
treats this episode as if the woman is a woman of the street. 
At the same time, Luke treats Mary the sister of Martha very 
positively and does not identify Mary with the woman “who 
is a sinner.” Indeed, the woman of the city in Luke is name- 
less. Do we have in Luke the first hint of the need to push 
Mary Magdalene out of Jesus’ life by tarnishing her reputa- 
tion while slowly but surely elevating the virgin mother to 
the role of the primary woman in the Christian story? Luke 
does treat Mary the mother of Jesus kindly, indeed more 
kindly than does Mark. In Luke the mother of Jesus “kept all 
these things, pondering them in her heart” (Luke 2:19). She 
is also present at Pentecost (Acts 1:14). Furthermore, Luke 
has quite purposefully softened Mark’s criticism of Jesus’ 
mother (compare Mark 3:31-35 with Luke 8:19-21). Does 
this begin to fit a pattern? There is still more to consider. 
What does Magdalene mean? The common wisdom is 
that the word Magdalene comes from the village of Magdala. 
However, no one has ever been able to identify such a town. 
It is mentioned nowhere in the Hebrew scriptures or in the 
writings of Josephus. One scholar has suggested that Mag- 
dalene was derived by Mark from the Hebrew word magdal, 
which means great or large.” If that is accurate then Mary 
Magdalene originally meant Mary the great, or the great 
Mary. If this Mary is the great Mary and the mother of Jesus 
is a secondary Mary, what must Magdalene’s relationship to 
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Jesus have been? Is not the role of wife the only female role 
that would rank above the role of mother? 

Obviously these data are not conclusive but they do con- 
stitute a cumulative argument that suggests that Jesus might 
well have been married, that Mary Magdalene, as the pri- 
mary woman in the Gospel story itself, was Jesus’ wife, and 
that this record was suppressed but not annihilated by the 
Christian church before the Gospels came to be written. Yet 
so real was this relationship that hints of it were scattered all 
over the Gospels and these hints now beg for explanations. 

The final piece of supporting evidence seems to me to be 
the way Mary Magdalene has come to be treated in Christian 
history. There is not one shred of biblical evidence that Mary 
Magdalene was a prostitute. Luke, who seems most prone 
to damage her reputation, says that Mary Magdalene was a 
woman out of whom Jesus cast seven demons (Luke 8:2), but 
no other Gospel corroborates that tradition. Luke also por- 
trays a woman who is a sinner coming to anoint Jesus in the 
home of a pharisee in Bethany, but he does not identify her 
with a woman named Mary. John, however, says that this 
woman was in fact Mary but that this episode took place in 
her own home with her sister Martha and her brother Laza- 
rus. When John tells the story there is no hint of sinfulness 
in that act. Even Luke has no negativity whatsoever when 
he relates the account of the two sisters, Mary and Martha, 
portraying them rather as close friends of Jesus. 

By the turn of the first century there was in the life of 
the Christian church a clear need to remove Mary Magda- 
lene, the flesh and blood woman who was at Jesus’ side in 
life and in death, and to replace her with a sexless woman, 
the virgin mother. The record of history is that this was ac- 
complished by portraying Magdalene as a prostitute and 
thus assassinating her character. I am led to wonder why it 
was that Mary Magdalene became such a threat to the 
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church. Why is there still a continuing sense, ranging from 
dis-ease to revulsion, that arises in us when we hear the 
suggestion that Jesus might have been married? I suggest 
that far more than any of us realize we are subconsciously 
victimized by the historic negativity toward women that has 
been a major gift of the Christian church to the world. So 
pervasive is this negativity that unconsciously we still regard 
holy matrimony to be less than the ideal, and we still operate 
out of an understanding of women that defines them as the 
source of sin, the polluter of otherwise moral men. For only 
in the service of this attitude would we greet with fear and 
negativity the suggestion that Jesus was married. Somehow 
both his perfect humanity and his complete divinity feel 
compromised by this suggestion. 

In my opinion these negative attitudes toward women 
did come into the Christian story in the early years of the 
second century. I also believe that the primary vehicle 
through which these definitions of women entered Christi- 
anity was the figure of the virgin Mary. Furthermore I sug- 
gest that women have been the victims of this tradition and 
that in the church today we are beginning the process of 
breaking out of this age-old stereotype. Surely this stereo- 
type will be broken, and as a direct consequence the male- 
created and male-imposed figure of the virgin Mary will not 
survive our revolution of consciousness. This new conscious- 
ness will have to engage the possibility that Jesus himself 
might have been married. 

As I shall now seek to demonstrate, the figure of the 
virgin has in fact been employed as a male weapon to repress 
women by defining them in the name of a God called Father, 
to be less human than males, to be the source of a sexual 
desire that was thought to be evil, and therefore to be guilty 
just for being women. My conviction is that if Christianity is 
to live as a force in the twenty-first century the negative fe- 
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male image centering on the figure of the virgin must be 
destroyed. If that is true then the portrait of the Virgin Moth- 
er of Jesus, which was the gift of the birth narratives to the 
history of Christian thought, must be challenged openly and 
its destructive elements exposed. 
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The Cost of the Virgin Myth 


Sexual harassment rises out of two realities. The first is 
an unequal distribution of power that has historically placed 
women into dependent, subservient roles. The second is the 
primary definition of women as sexual objects who exist for 
the purpose of providing men with sexual pleasure, a defi- 
nition that pervades the life of our society. A major contrib- 
utor to this pejorative view has been the Judeo-Christian 
faith story. 

This faith story began by proclaiming in its account of 
creation that only the male bore the image of God. The fe- 
male, according to this myth, was a second level of creation. 
She was actually taken out of the male’s body, specifically 
from his rib. The creation story said it was only after the 
man failed to find a proper friend from among the animals 
that the female was created. The purpose of the woman in 
the mind of her Creator was clearly to be a fit companion 
and helpmate to the lordly male, but she could not and did 
not share his status. 

With that definition of a woman firmly fixed, this faith 
tradition continued its sexist development, culminating 
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ultimately in a narrative that featured a virgin pure and mild 
who produced a baby without violating her virginity. In time 
this virgin mother was enthroned in this tradition as the 
“ideal” woman, thus rendering every other woman immedi- 
ately inadequate. Because the book that contained these def- 
initions of women came to be regarded as the “Word of 
God,” and the faith tradition out of which this book grew 
became the world’s dominant religion, the results of these 
definitions as they were lived out in history have not been 
morally neutral. The Bible in general and the birth narratives 
in particular became a subtle, unconscious source for the 
continued oppression of women. The cultural assumption 
was made that the only proper way for a moral woman to 
conduct herself was to remain safely inside the sexually pro- 
tective barriers provided first by her father and second by 
her husband. 

So deeply were these concepts accepted on both con- 
scious and unconscious levels that when women in the twen- 
tieth century finally did begin to step out of those barriers 
to enter the workplace, males assumed that they did so only 
because they no longer wished to retain their chaste, sexless 
status. Such women were, in the minds of males, asking for 
sexual attention and even sexual harassment. This definition 
of women became the parent of political behavior that 
marked the male-female working relationship. Since a wom- 
an’s employment depended first on a man’s willingness to 
hire her and then on the woman’s ability to please her male 
boss, the environment for sexual! exploitation was quickly es- 
tablished. Working women were powerless people. 

Far more than most of us have been willing to admit, 
this stereotype in large measure grew out of the myth of the 
virgin Mary, who began her pilgrimage through written his- 
tory when she was installed in a prominent position in the 
birth narratives of Matthew and Luke. 
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Some years ago a book appeared in religious circles with 
the simple title Ideas Have Consequences.! Throughout my 
study of the birth narratives that title has been in the back 
of my mind. I hasten to admit that not all of the conse- 
quences of these narratives have been negative, but the de- 
structiveness that only now is becoming obvious has always 
been present. 

On the positive side, for example, is the fact that these 
birth narratives stood in contrast to the normal policy of the 
ancient world that by and large kept wives and mothers of 
famous people nameless.” Mary was identified by name, and 
this in itself is an indication of a liberalizing tendency present 
at the dawn of the Christian faith story. 

The biblical portrait of Mary has also been, for some peo- 
ple, a symbol to identify with in suffering. Given the vio- 
lence and insecurity that marked the history of the world, it 
has been the common fate of many a mother to mourn her 
dead son who had been either killed in battle or murdered 
trying to protect his own. Since even Mary was not spared 
this fate, Mary’s life became, in the human history of pain, 
a source of comfort for many.? 

Douglas Edwards, a conservative Christian writing early 
in this century seeking to justify his literalism, went so far 
as to argue that the birth narratives alone made it possible 
for the Greek world to hear and to respond to the story of 
the Incarnation.‘ In this manner Edwards justified his call to 
an uncritical view of all the symbols included in those nar- 
ratives. God set it up that way, he rather weakly suggested, 
to serve God’s apologetic and missionary agenda. He con- 
cluded that critics of literalism should therefore abandon 
their criticism and accept God’s plan as necessary to serve 
the needs of a bygone age. It was a simple and intriguing 
argument possessing a grain, but only a grain, of truth. The 
fact that the imposition of this naive literalism rendered 
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belief difficult to impossible for many then, and even more 
today, was, however, for Edwards a price worthy of payment. 

Others, when confronted by this literalism, twisted val- 
iantly in an attempt to preserve their intellectual integrity. 
Some did this by trying to narrow the focus. They argued 
that Jesus’ nativity was not a virgin birth at all but a vir- 
ginal conception and a normal birth. It was hardly a helpful 
distinction though one with which both Matthew and Luke 
would have agreed. Given the rolling tide of history, 
however, even this distinction was lost in the sea of the rap- 
idly developing myth. The believer’s need to literalize the 
myths was greater than the church’s commitment to truth 
and scholarship. The negative and destructive results of the 
birth tradition that we observe today have risen out of this 
literalism. 

As the negativity toward women present in these narra- 
tives rose slowly to consciousness in this century, the fem- 
inist theologians increased their attack upon the literalizing 
tendencies.> Defining women primarily in biological cate- 
gories as the Bible does, they argued, has served to legitimize 
as God-given the second-class status of women in Western 
history. Such insights have caused many, like me, to wonder 
aloud what would have been the shape of Christian theology 
and history if birth narratives had never been included in the 
writings of Matthew and Luke. Would sex and guilt have 
been so intimately associated? Would infant baptism have 
become the rule? Would women have been allowed access 
sooner to ecclesiastical power and position? Would the mon- 
astic movement have been born or become as powerful? 
Would birth control have been looked upon as evil? Would 
celibacy have become the norm for priesthood? Would the 
feminine side of the nature of God have been promoted and 
ennobled? It would be too much to argue that all of these 
realities stem directly from the birth narratives. It would be 
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too little, however, to ignore the major contributions the vir- 
gin of the birth narratives has made to these identifiably 
Christian traditions. 

Ideas do have consequences. The fact is that Christian 
writers did place the idea of a virgin mother, who could give 
birth to a divine child by the operation of the Holy Spirit, 
into two early pieces of Christian writing. These narratives 
of Jesus’ origin, with all their sexual assumptions, did in time 
exert a powerful influence on Western history. The conse- 
quences flowing from these realities were, and are, enor- 
mous. I write to raise some of these to our consciousness, to 
challenge them, and finally to counter them. 

Given the patriarchal structure of the times, it was inev- 
itable that the Christian faith would assume the flavor, the 
values, the shape, and the form of that patriarchal world. 
Hence no female deity was allowed into the Christian pan- 
theon. God was a male called Father. Jesus the Christ was a 
male Son. These two male deities made up two prongs of 
the Christian Trinity. With that heavy a masculine image, 
one might think that the third aspect of the Trinity would 
be allowed to embrace the feminine side of life. But it was 
not to be. The patriarchal value system acted to prevent a 
female image from emerging anywhere in this theological 
formulation. 

In Eastern religious legends, a father, a mother, and a 
son were thought to constitute the complete picture of the di- 
vine image. In the masculine Christian religion of the West, 
however, supplementing the Father and Son in the divine 
image was not the feminine figure of a mother; rather, this 
third position was taken by the Holy Spirit, who was difficult 
to define sexually but, in most instances, was interpreted 
as one more masculine figure. In Christianity’s early years 
there were protests against this total identification of God 
with masculinity, but, despite those efforts, the exclusive 
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masculine image of God prevailed and became the dominant 
divine definition. 

A group of Christians known as the Gnostics were the 
primary minority voice in the early years of Christianity. The 
Gnostics argued that the word spirit had ancient feminine 
connotations. In the Greek language the word spirit, as noted 
in chapter six, is not a masculine but a neuter word. In the 
Hebrew tradition, to the degree that spirit was identified 
with wisdom, it was in fact a feminine word. However, the 
virgin birth story in both Gospels placed the Holy Spirit into 
the narrative in the place normally occupied by the father or 
the male agent, thereby making the masculine definition of 
spirit primary. The Gnostic insights were viewed as an attack 
on the divine nature of Christ and were opposed vigorously 
in orthodox circles. A feminine understanding of God was 
thus condemned as heresy. 

So with a God defined overwhelmingly as male, Chris- 
tianity began its journey through history. The female half of 
the human experience was ignored at best, denied at worst. 
However, that part of reality cannot finally be suppressed. 
As the Chinese have observed, the masculine yang can over- 
whelm the feminine yin for a period of history, but it can 
never annihilate it. In time, covertly if not overtly, the yin 
will reappear. There was in fact at the dawn of the Christian 
era a feminine vacuum in the heart of the Christian story 
that cried out to be filled. In time it would be, but given the 
nature of the power of patriarchy, that vacuum would be 
filled with a version of femininity that was primarily a male 
construct. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, the female figure 
who seemed destined at the beginning of Christian history 
to be the primary woman in the Christian story was not 
Mary the mother of Jesus but Mary Magdalene. Mary Mag- 
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dalene was a far more powerful figure in the biblical drama 
of the New Testament than was Jesus’ mother. 

Indeed, as I have noted, when placed beside Mary Mag- 
dalene, Mary the mother of Jesus is a pale, shadowy figure 
in the early Gospel accounts. But in time this early record 
was countered and the woman who appeared to have been 
at Jesus’ side during his earthly life was removed. History 
was rewritten to exalt the sexless virgin as the primary wom- 
an in the Christian story and to assassinate the character of 
the threatening Magdalene by portraying her in Christian 
tradition as a prostitute. This was exactly the kind of shift 
that Rosemary Ruether argues did in fact occur in the life of 
the early church.* Women have paid the price for that shift 
from that day to this. 

By the time the first years of the second century began 
to pass, Mary the mother of Jesus dominated the field. She 
was portrayed as understanding, faithful, cooperative, and 
docile, and this image of what a woman is became the re- 
placement for the dangerous love model reflected in Mag- 
dalene. Mary the virgin was not only loyal but was so pure 
that she could not experience either lust or carnal desire. 
Real feminine power was suppressed, and a woman who was 
manageable took that place in the tradition. Undergirding 
this shift was a constant appeal to the birth tradition record- 
ed in both Matthew and Luke. 

This suppression of the natural and normal aspects of 
femininity was not originally a dominating Jewish idea. 
There was little Jewish denigration of the flesh, no Jewish 
Queen Victoria, and little Jewish puritanism. No tradition 
that had God look out on all physical creation and pronounce 
it good (Genesis 1), or that made the lusty Song of Songs 
part of its sacred literature, could ever finally call the appe- 
tites of the body evil. But the anchor provided by this Jewish 
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understanding of sexual reality was torn loose from Chris- 
tianity when Jerusalem was destroyed in 70 c.£. Christianity 
was set adrift in a gentile sea with no Jewish moorings to 
guide it. 

The gentile world of the Mediterranean basin spoke the 
language of Greece and thought in categories shaped by the 
Greek mind. There Christianity confronted and was absorbed 
by the dualism of the predominant Neoplatonic school of 
thought. In this Greek world, idea was separated from sub- 
stance, and mind was separated from body. The lower hu- 
man nature identified with the animal appetites of the flesh 
and its carnal desires came to be thought of as evil. The 
higher human nature associated with the aspirations of the 
soul came to be thought of as the ultimate good. As these 
values emerged, it became clear why Mary Magdalene rep- 
resented the lower nature that had to be repressed and why 
the virgin mother represented the value of the higher nature 
that had to be enhanced. 

So powerful were these Greek influences that in time 
Jesus’ very humanity had to be defended. The mother of 
Jesus, strangely enough, became an ally in this struggle. A 
group of thinkers known as the Docetists began to put forth 
spokespersons who argued that Jesus only seemed to be hu- 
man but was in fact a visiting deity. The Greeks, supported 
by their popular mythology, found it easy to conceive of a 
God who would take upon himself the appearance of hu- 
manity and walk the earth. The Christian idea of Incarna- 
tion, first advanced by the fourth Gospel, seemed to many 
to be amenable to such an interpretation. 

Valentinus, an early Gnostic writer, even suggested that 
the divine Jesus had only passed through Mary, like water 
passing through a pipe.’ To counter this threat to Jesus’ hu- 
manity, the Christians built an apologetic defense line 
around the phrase “born of the Virgin Mary.” Jesus was real, 
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he was historical, he was born, the Christians asserted. 
When attacks came from the other side of the divine-human 
debate with the suggestion that Jesus was but a good human 
being—so good in fact that God had adopted him into 
divinity’—the Christians countered with the other emphasis 
of the birth narrative. He was not just a good human being, 
they asserted, “he was conceived by the Holy Spirit.” 

In the constant attempt on the part of the early Chris- 
tians to define the nature of Jesus, the birth story became 
a significant weapon, and therefore these narratives grew 
in use and power. As they grew, the portrait of Mary also 
began to grow. She became, certainly by the early years of 
the second century, the dominant female figure in an oth- 
erwise heavily masculine religious system. Because Mary 
was present now in the tradition, she had to be defined. We 
need to remember that only men were allowed to participate 
in the defining process. The way Mary was understood and 
the virtues attributed to her were shaped by the male value 
system and reflected the things that men appreciated in a 
woman. She was a mother who was pure. She was a virgin 
who was obedient. Those words became the foundation 
stones on which the ecclesiastical legend of Mary came to be 
built. 

Paul had once referred to the Christ as the new Adam. 
“As in Adam all die, also in Christ shall all be made alive” 
(1 Cor. 15:22). “The first man was from the earth, a man of 
dust; the second man is from heaven” (1 Cor. 15:47). This 
fascinating reference was to echo throughout the early 
church, and it was destined to be developed in very interest- 
ing ways that had nothing to do with either Adam or Christ 
but was suggested by both. 

Iranaeus, a second-century Christian theologian, fas- 
tened on this Pauline connection. For both Adam and Christ, 
Iranaeus suggested, God had used a virgin substance. God 
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had molded Adam from the virgin mother earth, which had 
never yet been plowed, and God had formed Jesus from the 
virgin womb of Mary.? This comparison of Adam with Christ 
soon gave way to a comparison of Eve with Mary, and it 
proved to be an infinitely more popular contrast. Once more 
the stature of Mary grew and expanded. This comparison 
lent itself to homiletical zeal and thereby was repeated and 
developed in seemingly endless ways by the itinerant preach- 
ers of the day. Again it served that constant male agenda 
that perpetually desired to dominate and control the female. 

At the time of the fall, when, according to the literal text, 
sin entered God's good creation, Eve too was a virgin. Adam 
did not “know” her until they were both banished from the 
Garden of Eden (Gen. 4:1). Childbirth, the result of Adam’s 
“knowing,” was part of Eve’s punishment (Gen. 3:16). Sex, 
guilt, sin, and punishment were coming together in a way 
that was to defy any power to separate them for almost two 
thousand years. Eve, the first woman, was disobedient, so 
this account went. She ate the forbidden fruit (which in fact 
became a euphemism for sex). She thus brought sin and 
death to Adam as well as to herself, and through their prog- 
eny she became the ultimate source of sin and death for all 
humankind. Sin, according to this explanation, had entered 
life through the woman, the weaker sex. 

In contrast to Eve, Mary, the holy virgin woman, had 
been obedient to the Father God. Her response to the angelic 
message was a docile “Be it unto me according to your will.” 
Mary thus reversed the Eve effect and became the means 
through which salvation became available to the entire hu- 
man race. Eve turned away from God into rebellion. Mary 
listened, responded, and received God into herself. Eve was 
sexual and evil. Mary was sexless and good. The disobedi- 
ence of one virgin was set right by the obedience of another 
virgin. Iranaeus never lost sight of Mary’s humanity. She re- 
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mained for him the earthly mother of Jesus, not the super- 
historical goddess,’ but he did pave the road (or greased the 
skids) that later Christians traveled into an ascetical under- 
standing of life and a not-so-thinly veiled masculine condem- 
nation of feminine sexuality. 

The Gnostics, and especially that school of Gnostics 
known as the Manichaeans, became the first to identify the 
“most chaste virgin” with the spotless church or with the 
new Jerusalem.'! That spotless church was, of course, called 
Mother, but it was under the total control and lived in ob- 
vious obedience to an all-male priesthood and hierarchy. To 
obey the dominant male, exemplified in both Mary and the 
church, was portrayed as the highest virtue that could mark 
the life of any woman. Mary the virgin mother was the pro- 
totype of docile obedience, and she had, so the mythology 
proclaimed, lived this pattern perfectly. 

Increasingly the ascetic Greek tradition began to connect 
with and to be incorporated into the story of the virgin. Pu- 
rity and chastity became the primary female attributes that 
elicited male admiration. Mary’s virgin purity was contrasted 
to the carnal lust that issued in childbirth. Virtue was iden- 
tified with virginity. The only way a woman could overcome 
the effect of Eve’s sin, the church asserted, was to live the 
life of a virgin. The underlying assumption of that message 
was that the flesh of a woman was evil, the passion a woman 
seemed to elicit from a man was evil and was, interestingly 
enough, the woman’s fault. Sexual desire, both that of a man 
for a woman and that of a woman for a man, was pro- 
nounced evil. Sexual desire thus began to be attacked vigor- 
ously by the moralizers and was variously referred to as 
“carnal,” “lustful,” and “beastly.” The early Fathers can be 
quoted again and again to make this point clear.’* Virginity 
had become the higher calling. Marriage was a compromise 
with sin. Jerome, a fourth-century theologian known best for 
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his translation of the Bible into Latin, attacked vigorously a 
man named Jovinian for simply suggesting that virginity and 
marriage were equal callings.'? With that mentality winning 
the day, it was just a matter of time before perpetual virginity 
for Mary became established. 

One complication obviously had to be dealt with before 
the perpetual virgin status of Mary could be affirmed. In the 
Gospels (John 7:2; Mark 3:31) and in the writings of Paul 
(Gal. 1:19), brothers and sisters of Jesus were mentioned. 
Slowly but surely these siblings were removed. 

Near the end of the second century a book known as the 
Protevangelium of James (the Gospel of James)'* made its appear- 
ance and placed into the developing Christian tradition a 
narrative about Mary’s birth, early years, and betrothal to 
Joseph.'> Mary in this narrative was a child born miraculous- 
ly to her parents, Joachim and Anna, in their old age. They 
dedicated her to God, and she was raised in the temple by 
holy men. Prior to the onset of puberty, and therefore to 
keep her from polluting the temple with a menstrual flow, 
she was entrusted finally to an aged widower named Joseph, 
who already had grown children. Her permanent virginity 
was therefore preserved, and Jesus’ brothers and sisters 
were, in fact, merely her stepchildren. Sexual intercourse, 
even in marriage between Mary and Joseph, was also ruled 
out, making even married love appear to be tainted and prof- 
ligate. Sex was declared not necessary to human life, a com- 
promise with our carnal nature. The biblical concept of the 
goodness of God's creation had been rendered null and void. 
That attitude now combined with the movements of history 
to create a mighty force and a definitive sexual stereotype. 

Christianity came out of the catacombs on the wings of 
its official recognition by Constantine in 313, and thus the 
church had to rejoin the world now as a dominant force. 
Prior to 313, the church had been a persecuted minority 
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fighting a battle for survival. All its energies were galvanized 
to defeat the common enemy represented by the empire but 
called the world. When that enemy surrendered, the energy 
for battle, born of years of persecution, had no focus. 

Under the relentless pressure of those earlier centuries 
that had identified the desires of the flesh with evil and the 
aspirations of the soul with goodness, a new enemy on 
which to focus Christian energy was quickly identified. The 
soul was in a mortal struggle with the flesh, the church as- 
serted. Worldliness, rather than “the world,” became the 
name of the new enemy.’ Christianity became a call into the 
higher spiritual self. The Christian life thus required a re- 
nunciation of the world, the flesh, and the devil. The carnal, 
fleshly desires were the point of humanity’s weakest vulner- 
ability, so the ascetic life was assumed to be the best chance 
for defeating the devil and gaining eternal reward. That as- 
cetic life called for renunciation of the world, and, more im- 
portant, it identified the celibate life with the virtuous life. 
The converse was also established. The sexual life, even the 
married sexual life, was at best a moral option only for the 
weak. 

Monasteries and nunneries proliferated. Celibacy in the 
priesthood was on the way to becoming both mandatory and 
the norm. Even Joseph, at this point, began to be thought of 
as a virgin, and his children were transformed from half- 
siblings into Jesus’ cousins.?” 

In the preaching and literature of the church, the model 
for the chaste life for both men and women was overwhelm- 
ingly the virgin mother of the birth narratives. Many males, 
but especially celibate priests, could safely adore the virgin 
with passionate prayers and romantic meditations that posed 
no threat to their celibate virtue. She was the desired but 
unreachable ideal whose perfection kept their lust from 
being sinful. To Mary they poured out their hearts. For 


213 


women Mary became the male-imposed model of holiness to 
which all women were told they should aspire. Gradually the 
star of Mary rose to new heights, and she began to rival even 
her son Jesus as the popular subject for the devotion of the 
pious. 

Few people stopped to realize that the woman who was 
being hailed as the ideal model was a woman who had been 
totally defined by men. That a permanent virgin can be an 
ideal woman only to a celibate male did not appear to be 
obvious as the values of the church were presented as objec- 
tive revealed truths. Theological discussions continued to 
rage around Mary in the male citadels of theological learn- 
ing. Without exception all of these discussions led to the fur- 
ther erosion of Mary’s humanity. 

The more evil the flesh was thought to be, the more 
Mary’s virtue needed to be protected. She became not just 
the virgin but the perpetual virgin and then the postpar- 
tum virgin. It became an issue of great import to prove 
that Mary retained her unbroken hymen through childbirth. 
The male theologians were equal even to that task. They 
searched the Scriptures in a paroxysm of wild exegesis to 
find texts to undergird postpartum virginity. The prophet 
Ezekiel had once written (ca. 580 B.c.E.), “This gate shall 
remain shut; .. . and no one shall enter by it; for the Lord, 
the God of Israel, has entered by it; therefore it shall remain 
shut” (Ezek. 44:2). Without so much as an apology, this text 
was fastened on to prove the now-popular claim for postpar- 
tum virginity. It had been, the fathers shouted, preshadowed 
even in the prophets! Midrash separated from the Jewish tra- 
dition that created it had become absurd. 

Then those same male exegetes looked again at John’s 
resurrection narrative and saw new meaning in the revela- 
tion that the risen Lord had been able to pass through the 
locked and barred doors and windows of the upper room 
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(John 20:19-23). If the Lord could do that, they argued, he 
could also pass through the unbroken hymen of his mother, 
Mary, on the day of his birth. Stories about the ease with 
which Jesus was born now began to circulate in varying lev- 
els of fantasy. It was childbirth as only a male who had never 
experienced it could describe it. 

The next major step in the relentless march of Mary out 
of humanity came under the influence of the fifth-century 
philosopher and theologian Augustine, bishop of Hippo. 
More than any other figure in Christian history, this man 
shaped the theological categories that have defined Chris- 
tianity even up to this very moment. Augustinian categories 
were still dominant in my own theological training. Augus- 
tine gave us the primary Christian myth. In that myth, God 
created a good world that centered in the Garden of Eden. 
For Augustine, Adam and Eve were both historical persons 
and the primeval parents of all humankind. Through these 
two people the goodness of God's creation was violated and 
ruined by sin. The fall of humanity occurred, Augustine ar- 
gued, when the great ontological original sin of disobedience 
was committed in the Garden of Eden. The sin came through 
the woman, but it corrupted the man. Because they were the 
literal first parents, the seed of all future human beings was 
thus corrupted. All human life, therefore, was born stained 
with sin. Without the intervening action of God, all people 
were destined to die in sin. Men and women were defined 
as self-centered creatures with broken wills, at the mercy of 
forces over which they had no control, standing in need ofa 
savior. Prior to his baptism, Augustine had identified himself 
with the school of Manichaean philosophy, which accepted 
a radical dualism about human life. The Manichaeans tended 
to divide human life somewhere about the diaphragm, pro- 
nouncing the lower body parts evil and the higher body parts 
good. Augustine, in his pre-Christian days, had lived out of 
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wedlock with his lover, by whom he had produced a son. 
His conversion led him to renounce his flesh, abandon his 
lover and their child, and take up the “higher calling” of a 
Christian ascetic, ultimately becoming a priest and bishop. 
The fate of his paramour and son seemed to be of little con- 
cern to him.'* After all, she was only a woman, and the child 
was the product of lust. They were expendable for the right- 
eous Augustine. His primary spiritual task was to remove 
the stain of his sexual desire. He thus became the great theo- 
logian of guilt and sin, but, as is so often the case, he re- 
mained blind to the price that others had to pay for his 
righteousness. 

Evil, the sin in life, was for Augustine located in the 
flesh. It was transmitted through sex. The sins of the fathers 
and mothers were quite literally passed to the new life 
through sexual intercourse that resulted in conception. The 
only hope was for the divine rescuer to be sent by God to 
break the power of sin by paying the price of sin. This res- 
cuer had to be outside the sinful human stream. He had to 
be of God. Yet he had to make real contact with those he 
came to save. The virgin birth story gave Augustine and, 
through Augustine, the entire church the mechanism needed 
to develop the primary Christian theology of guilt and grace. 
From that day to this, the church has trafficked in guilt and 
enhanced its power by raising ever higher the levels of sexual 
guilt in both men and women. 

The virgin was pure. She had been prepared to be the 
womb of the new creation. God, who also was pure, could 
thus enter history without benefit of the corrupting pattern 
of sexuality. In those terms, Augustine saw the birth of Jesus, 
the divine rescuer. On the cross this Jesus took upon himself 
the sin of the world, defeated it in his resurrection, and of- 
fered to men and women the gift of salvation through the 
ongoing male-dominated church, called the body of Christ. 
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The church could thus wash away the power and stain of sin 
by baptizing the corrupted humanity of a newborn baby. If 
the baptism of that infant was postponed or denied, and the 
child happened to die, there was no hope of salvation. 

This was a powerful threat in a believing age. The bap- 
tized and confirmed adult could deal with his or her contin- 
uing sin by going to confession, receiving the sacrament of 
Christ’s body and blood, and living in the hope of heaven. 
A bit of purgation might be required before entry into the 
eternal city, but the expectation of salvation was nonetheless 
present. To dedicate one’s life to chastity, to cling to one’s 
virginity or one’s celibacy, to spend one’s life doing acts of 
mercy—these things were to build merit that guaranteed a 
heavenly reward. 

The sinlessness of Jesus that made salvation possible de- 
pended, for Augustine, on the virgin status of Mary, so the 
birth narratives of Matthew and Luke became all-important. 
Augustine’s scheme also involved a literalistic understanding 
of the fall, which linked every life to Adam and Eve in sin. 
It was this literal linking of Adam and Eve to sin in every 
person that caused the church first to resist and then to ig- 
nore the work of Charles Darwin. For when Adam and Eve 
were finally relegated to the realm of mythology, the Augus- 
tinian system, based on sexual guilt, was mortally wounded. 
Mary’s virginity, which neither Paul nor Mark had mentioned 
and which the fourth Gospel actually seemed to deny, had 
become, for Augustine and for those who would be shaped 
by Augustine for the next fifteen hundred years, a theological 
necessity that could not be ignored. It was a short step from 
this attitude in Augustine to the doctrine of the Immaculate 
Conception, which guaranteed that Mary’s human flesh was 
not corrupted by Eve’s sin. 

When the dogma of the Immaculate Conception was pro- 
mulgated in 1854 by Pius IX, Mary was said to have been 
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“preserved immaculate from all stain of original sin by the 
singular grace and privilege granted her by Almighty God.’”!" 
In 1950, almost a century later, when the dogma of Mary’s 
bodily assumption was proclaimed by Pius XII, the humanity 
of the central feminine figure in the Christian mythology was 
completely removed. The argument in that document was 
unique: Since the relics from the bodies of lesser saints cre- 
ated miracles and since no miracles have ever been reported 
from the body of Mary, therefore her body must have been 
assumed.”° Carl Jung rejoiced that the feminine had finally 
been placed into God in Western religion. He called it one of 
the most important decisions in human history. But Jung was 
talking about symbols, not historical truth. That became ob- 
vious when he further stated that all that was now needed 
was for evil, or the shadow side of life, to be incorporated 
into God.?! A view of history, however, reveals that the price 
of Mary’s bodily assumption was the sacrifice of her sexual 
identity. She entered the realm of the gods as one deprived 
of her humanity. She was a virgin bride, a virgin mother, a 
perpetual virgin, and a postpartum virgin. She was immac- 
ulately conceived at birth and bodily assumed at the moment 
of death. Clearly she was not a real woman. 

Yet this Mary was proclaimed by the all-male hierarchy 
as the ideal woman. Who can be such an ideal? Who can be 
a virgin mother? A virgin mother is a contradiction in terms. 
If that was to be the feminine ideal, accepted and saluted by 
church and world alike, then in one stroke every other wom- 
an was and is rendered inadequate, incomplete, incompe- 
tent. Celibate males who constituted the decision-making 
body of the church had succeeded in defining the ideal wom- 
an in such a way as to universalize guilt among women. 
Women are guilty if they feel desire; guilty if they marry; 
guilty if they are not obedient to father, husband, or priest, 
for in this world a male always held the authority. Even a 
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convent that was under a mother superior had to answer to 
a male bishop and a male warden, who guaranteed male 
control. Furthermore, the sisters were dependent on a male 
priest if they were to have the sacraments that they were 
taught were necessary to salvation. 

Since no one save Mary could achieve the ideal state of 
virgin mother, all other women were taught that they might 
approach virtue by being either virgins or mothers. They 
could join the nunnery and live out the role of virgin purity, 
or they must be perpetual mothers producing as many off- 
spring as God would grant, regardless of the impact of a 
large family on the health and well-being of the mother. Sex 
had no saving purpose except reproduction. Jerome once 
proclaimed that the only saving grace of marriage was found 
in the possibility that such a union would produce more vir- 
gins.” Strange logic indeed. 

Out of this same mentality has come the present prohi- 
bition against the use of any means of birth control other 
than total or cyclical abstinence. It has also given rise to such 
unusual statements as the one uttered by Pope John Paul II 
condemning a man who might “lust after his wife.”*> Sex 
clearly, said the church, was not designed for joy, for love, 
or for recreation. Sex was evil save as a means for keeping 
alive the human race. The sexuality of the woman was the 
most evil of all, for she was the source of male desire. All of 
these attitudes were part of the legacy that arose at least to 
some degree from the birth narratives, in which a virgin was 
placed at the center of the Christian story. 

Marina Warner, in her analysis of the role the virgin has 
played in history, suggested that in those lands where the 
virgin was particularly popular the status of women was par- 
ticularly low. James Freeman drives home this same point 
when he suggests that “mother-goddess worship stands in 
inverse relationship to high secular status for women.” The 
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mother-goddess is unconscious compensation, he argues, for 
women’s actual role. It is an ineffective form of rebellion 
against the denigration of women.” 

The emancipation of women has come primarily in those 
parts of the world in which the Protestant Reformation 
kicked over the sexual stereotypes of both virgin Mary and 
Mother Church. Corazon Aquino was one of the rare women 
in the twentieth century to achieve political power in a pre- 
dominantly Roman Catholic country, and she had three 
things going for her that made her situation unique. She was 
the widow of the primary political rival to Philippine dictator 
Ferdinand Marcos. Her husband was in fact murdered by 
Marcos, and therefore she became his political and spiritual 
heir. She was backed by James Cardinal Sin, the head of the 
Roman Catholic Church in the Philippines. Finally, she had 
the backing of key military generals. Without all three of 
those sources of male power she could not have achieved her 
position. Indeed, her public demeanor of simple piety, obe- 
dience to the church and military, and the absence of per- 
sonal political ambitions made her a “safe” female candidate, 
a symbol easily controlled behind the scenes by powerful 
males. Her hold on political power was always tenuous and 
rested upon the willingness of the background male figures 
to continue to offer support. Compare that to the figure of 
Margaret Thatcher, the “Iron Lady” of Protestant England’s 
politics in the 1980s, who ruled, won elections, and scuttled 
her enemies in her own name and with her own power. She 
even appointed the archbishop of Canterbury and the bishop 
of London and bent the Church of England to her own po- 
litical purposes. 

Corazon Aquino and Margaret Thatcher reveal vastly dif- 
ferent definitions of what it means to be a woman. Those 
definitions, I argue, rise out of the still-alive denigration of 
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women that marked traditional Christianity in the case of 
Mrs. Aquino and a rebellion against that traditional Christian 
definition of women that was part of the Reformation, which 
produced Mrs. Thatcher. My point is that beginning with the 
birth narratives of Matthew and Luke and carrying on 
through the rise of Mary as a figure in Christian theology, 
we are not dealing with the image of a real woman in Chris- 
tian history. Mary is a male-created female figure who em- 
bodies the kind of woman dominant males think is ideal— 
docile, obedient, powerless. 

The power given to Mary in Christian thought is two- 
fold. Her power of intercession includes her ability to iden- 
tify and sympathize with petitioners. Her power of compassion 
includes approachability. To put it crudely, Mary’s power his- 
torically is the power of “pillow talk.” Because of her inti- 
mate, female, manipulative relationship with the Father God 
and with the Son, who had become the Judge, Mary could 
intercede on behalf of those who appealed to her sympathy. 
She could plead for mercy for those who were frail and weak 
and, though sinful, were now penitent. They could approach 
Mary when they could not approach the Father or the Son. 
The male, either Father or Son, who had the real power could 
be moved to leniency by the intercession of the pure, docile, 
obedient virgin mother, who had their ear. Mary’s constant 
advice was based on John 2:5: “Do whatever he tells you.” 
Even in various apparitions throughout history, Mary’s mes- 
sage remains, do what my son tells you. She is not a power 
center. Clearly the male was king. 

In the patriarchal family structure of Europe, especially 
southern Europe, where the virgin myth remained the 
strongest, intercession (pillow talk) was also the power of the 
human mother. Again and again the role of Mary was to 
legitimize the patriarchal value system and to keep women 
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in a controlled behavior pattern in which the primary pur- 
pose of a woman, and therefore the primary value of Mary, 
was to serve the needs—physical and emotional—of the 
dominant male. The power of the male was based upon his 
ability to define women in terms of biology, a capacity to 
associate sex with evil and guilt, and a refusal to allow wom- 
en into positions of influence. 

The real ally of males in this battle to subjugate women 
was the assumption that these male definitions of women 
were divine, unchanging, and imposed by God. The church, 
run by an all-male hierarchy, had spoken. Any attempts to 
challenge these assumptions or to suggest some other pos- 
sibilities were immediately condemned as a sin against God, 
the Bible, or the divine nature of creation. Any attempt to 
open the ecclesiastical hierarchy to women was met by 
screams that God’s will, expressed through an unbroken, all- 
male sacred tradition, was being violated. The emotional re- 
sponse betrayed the irrationality of the fear as well as the 
weakness of the argument. 

Ideas do have consequences. In some significant measure 
these ideas that defined God, established sexual stereotypes 
for both men and women, and came to be thought of as 
expressions of the divine will have at least a part of their 
origin in the lovely and romantic narratives that we popular- 
ize in church and secular society alike every Christmas sea- 
son. Because Matthew and Luke, for a variety of reasons, 
placed a virgin into their drama concerning Jesus’ origins, 
women down through the centuries have paid, in my opin- 
ion, a very high price. How different it might have been if 
Matthew and Luke had followed the lead of Paul and Mark 
and told the Christ story without reference to a virgin. 

The church certainly cannot argue today that the virgin 
concept was or is necessary to the divinity of Jesus, for surely 
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the Christology of Paul, who knew not the virgin tradition, 
and of John, who seems to deny the virgin tradition, is far 
more profound and even more divine than the Christology 
found in Matthew and in Luke. But it does raise the question 
of what effect the women’s revolution will have on the fate 
of the organized, institutionalized Christian church, where 
sexist attitudes are still used to define God, Jesus, human 
life, and human virtue. Those sexist attitudes can be chal- 
lenged only by challenging the doctrine of God, the meaning 
of Christ, the definition of sin, the role of the Savior, and the 
structure of the church on which they are based. 

Catholic Christianity in its Anglican form has now begun 
to ordain women to the priesthood and to consecrate women 
to the episcopacy. Catholic Christianity in its Roman form, 
which is still a predominantly Western church, cannot es- 
cape being drawn into a rigorous debate on these issues. 
That debate has been enjoined on subterranean levels across 
Europe and America even if the hierarchy publicly rules out 
such a possibility forever. Forever will prove to be a very 
brief period of time, I suspect. Catholic Christianity, in its 
Orthodox form, because of its eastern and southern Euro- 
pean origins, will be a bit slower in coming to new and more 
inclusive sexual definitions. The world today is too small and 
too interdependent, however, for even this tradition to es- 
cape the whirlwind of change. 

A literalized Bible produced a literalized theology, which 
produced a Christianity that believed itself, in its various 
forms, to be inerrant and/or infallible. But that institutional- 
ized Christianity with its infallible theological pronounce- 
ments and its claims of an inerrant Bible is now confronting 
a new consciousness, an unwillingness to leave unchallenged 
the faith and practice of our fathers from which our mothers 
were systematically excluded. The feminine aspect of God so 
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long oppressed by the masculine patriarchy is roaring back 
intO Our awareness, Sweeping away our male prejudices and 
even our male definitions of the ideal woman. 

The only hope for the survival of the virgin Mary as a 
viable symbol is her redefinition by the new consciousness. 
A male-dominated church will resist this with its dying 
breath. If that resistance succeeds, however, the church will 
die. The church will have won the battle only to discover it 
has lost the war. Only the church that manages to free itself 
from its sexist definition of women, anchored significantly in 
the virgin Mary tradition, will survive. The virgin of a literal 
Bible, the virgin of the annunciation, Bethlehem, and the 
manger, corrupted by the years of an overlaid male theology, 
will have to go. But the feminine side of God in some new 
incarnation will inevitably arise to take her place. When that 
occurs, the church of Jesus Christ will be more whole, more 
inclusive, and more reflective of the reality for which the 
word God is a symbol. 

I welcome the dawn of this deeper and higher human 
consciousness. The rewards that it will bring promise to be 
worth the journey we must make to a new Bethlehem, where 
we can once again worship and adore the God who is met 
in the heart of our humanity incarnate as male and female. 
Perhaps there we will discover even a God who could be 
experienced in the life of one who entered this world 
through either a natural birth or through what we have 
called the route .of illegitimacy. If we do, a new star will 
appear, and wise men and wise women, led by that star, will 
come and worship anew. 
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